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This thesis considers the development and growth of the Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología y Etnología of Guatemala during its first hundred years of existence within 
the context of the social, political, and cultural developments of the times. Covering the 
period from 1866 to 1967, it first provides basic historical information about the growth 
of the Museo Nacional as an institution, which itself was a convoluted process full of 
museum closures and relocations. Subsequently, three main factors that affected the 
development and direction of the Museo are examined—namely, the European museum 
model, Pan-American ideologies, and Guatemalan nationalism. Each factor is addressed 
in its own separate chapter, which not only delves into the origins of the factor itself, but 
also, and most importantly, its appearance in the museum space and how it shaped 
museum development. Finally, the conclusion discusses how to address the lasting effects 
of the European museum model and Pan-American ideologies in the museum space, and 
that the “national” aspect of the objects in the collection should be emphasized. Overall, 
this thesis conducts an investigation of factors that have historically affected the Museo 
 viii 
Nacional of Guatemala in order to call attention to their enduring influence on the 
exhibition and public reception of the artifacts so that contextually richer displays for the 
objects can be developed in the future. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction – Scope of Project, Background and 
Methodology 
Cultural artifacts present social histories and knowledge in a powerful and unique 
manner. Through their tangible forms, one can access the more elusive mindsets, beliefs 
and values of a culture—sometimes with greater insight and validity than through any 
other means. Consequently, the preservation of such objects and the mediation of their 
relationship with the public becomes an immense and delicate task—one that is 
traditionally assumed by museums. Yet museums themselves are often at the nexus of 
competing social and political forces, which, when woven into the fabric of the 
museum’s history, can color and distort the meanings of the artifacts they hold. 
Therefore, when evaluating the effectiveness of any museum in presenting the stories of 
artifacts to the public, it becomes an essential task to examine the history of the museum 
and isolate the forces that have shaped it. Only once these forces have been identified and 
analyzed can work be done to untangle their legacies from those of the objects 
themselves, allowing the richer, more complete stories of the artifacts to come to light. 
The purpose of this study lies in undertaking just such a project—creating a 
historical picture of a museum, shaped by traceable social and political forces, that allows 
us to understand how these forces have affected the presentation of objects and the 
messages they have been sending in the museum space. While there are thousands of 
museums around the world that could provide adequate case studies for such a project, 
museums in Latin America provide interesting and complex examples, as legacies of the 
Iberian conquest and colonial occupation of the Americas have often distorted and 
confused the presentation and interpretation of artifacts indigenous to the region. More 
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specifically, archaeological and ethnological museums are at the center of the debate 
about the distinction between art and artifact, and as such their displays can determine 
whether the objects are perceived as ancient pieces of high art or simple examples of 
indigenous “crafts.” Therefore, in order to engage such debate regarding the mission of 
early anthropological museums, this study focuses on the Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología y Etnología of Guatemala, which presents an excellent case for the need to 
understand developmental forces that have sometimes disassociated the objects from the 
national heritage of the population. 
 
THE MUSEO NACIONAL DE ARQUEOLOGÍA AND ETNOLOGÍA AND PREVIOUS STUDIES 
Even though the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología has many 
characteristics that make it an excellent specimen for examination, few studies have 
conducted a broad-spectrum analysis that accounts for how socio-political influences 
have affected its development. First, the museum and its collections have an extensive 
history, which have their origins in the mid-nineteenth century, and they weather the 
changes brought by presidencies, dictatorships and revolutions. Secondly, the Museo 
Nacional contains arguably the most important collection of ancient Maya artifacts in the 
world, in addition to its collection of more recent indigenous textiles, yet it nevertheless 
remains underfunded and under-appreciated. Moreover, its mission as both an 
archaeological and ethnological museum demands that it confront the question of the 
continuity of cultures from past to present, which can be problematic, and its role as a 
“national” museum compels it to make this narrative complement the national symbols 
and myths. 
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Despite the historical position and the incredible wealth of objects in the 
museum’s collection, few studies have provided an in-depth analysis of the Museo 
Nacional. The majority of publications about the Museo Nacional fall into three general 
categories. The first consists of simple guides about the museum that have been created 
over the course of its history. These provide basic information, maps of the exhibition 
rooms, and an overview of some of the more striking pieces in the collection. This type of 
resource includes the Catálogo del Museo Nacional produced in 1902, which simply lists 
the objects in the collection; Stephen F. de Borhegyi’s work “Instalación del Material 
Etnológico y Arqueológico en el Museo Nacional de Guatemala” from 1953, the Guía del 
Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología produced in 1967, the Mundo Pre-
Hispánico guide from 1986, and Raxbe: Un recorrido por el Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología y Etnología de Guatemala by Thelma Castillo Jurado from 1998, all of 
which are simply updated guides of the museum; and Museo Nacional de Arqueología y 
Etnología: Catálogo, a catalogue of a small percentage of the pieces in the collection 
produced in 2006. While such guides are critical to this study, they do not analyze the 
museum, nor do they provide any historical context about the times in which they were 
produced. 
The second category of publications is comprised of works that offer more 
historical accounts of the museum. Such resources encompass multiple works by Luis 
Luján Muñoz, including his Guía de los Museos de Guatemala from 1971 and El Primer 
Museo Nacional de Guatemala (1866-81) from 1979. In addition, the G&T Foundation 
publication Piezas Maestras Mayas from 1996 and Fernando Moscoso Möller’s work 
"Setenta años del Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología de Guatemala” from 2002 
both provide information about the history of the museum. Nevertheless, while all of 
these works offer historical facts about the development of the museum over time, in 
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addition to a general overview of the museum, none of them delve into the socio-cultural 
and political circumstances surrounding the institution. 
Finally, the third category of studies about the Museo Nacional is constituted by 
critiques of the current state of the museum. These include Arturo Molina Muñoz’s work, 
"Museo de Arqueología y Etnología de Guatemala" from 1966, Laura Brannen’s “Latin 
American National Narrative in Transition” from 2011, or Maria Pellecer Sandoval’s 
2006 study, “Acondicionamiento arquitectónico del Museo Nacional de Arqueología y 
Etnología y la revitalización del complejo de museos al que pertenece.” These studies, 
while analytical in nature, are highly critical of the museum’s current condition and do 
not factor in historical limitations or make concessions for the political and social 
circumstances surrounding the museum. It is an easy task to list all of the problems of an 
establishment and declare that change needs to occur, but only when the historical factors 
and influences that affected its development are examined can effective and appropriate 
means be found to improve conditions. Therein lies the purpose of this study. 
Even though there is a dearth of analytical investigations about Guatemala’s 
Museo Nacional, dozens of studies have been executed to document and analyze the 
history of the Museo Nacional de Antropología of Mexico, and these are the works that 
inform this study. Such publications locate the role of the museum in Mexican society 
and analyze the museum’s mediation of Mexican history through its specific architectural 
space. Select examples include Khristaan Villela’s “Montezuma’s Dinner: Precolumbian 
Art in Nineteenth-Century Mexico, 1821–1876” or Melissa Coupal’s “Exhibiting 
Mexicanidad: The National Museum of Anthropology and Mexico City in the Mexican 
Imaginary.” Such studies about the Museo Nacional de Antropología of Mexico provide 
useful methodologies for creating an analysis about the role of the museum in society, but 
there still remains the fact that no such study exists for the Museo Nacional of 
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Guatemala, which has a collection that is arguably just as magnificent, extensive, and 
nationally significant as that of Mexico. 
 
METHODOLOGY AND HISTORICAL BREADTH 
The nature of the resources about the museum listed above, in conjunction with 
the goals of this study, determined the main research methodologies of this work. The 
first method was archival research, which I utilized to gather information about the 
Museo Nacional, the general history of Guatemala, museological theories and various 
broad-ranging social and cultural trends that impacted Latin America. I conducted this 
research both through the University of Texas libraries’ resources in 2011 and 2012 and 
also in Guatemala during June, 2012, at the Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de 
Mesoamérica archives in Antigua as well as in the Archivos Generales de 
Centroamérica, the Hemeroteca Nacional, the Universidad del Valle, the Universidad de 
Francisco Marroquín, the Universidad del Istmo, the Universidad de San Carlos, and the 
Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología itself, all located in Guatemala City. The 
second type of methodological approach that I used was content analysis, through the 
application of which all materials about the museum, Guatemalan history, Latin 
American history, and museological development were evaluated. Finally, I conducted 
key informant interviews in Guatemala during June, 2012 with various archaeologists, 
museum directors, curators and public officials; their insights and guidance were crucial 
to the discovery of resources and the development of an appropriate analytical 
perspective. 
The nature of the resources additionally determined the period of the museum’s 
history that I analyzed in this study as well as the structure of the thesis itself. Each guide 
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or catalogue provides a snapshot of the museum from which information about the 
significant social or political influences on the museum during that period can be 
extracted. Therefore, these publications provide a skeleton of information that is then 
fleshed out by additional historical context and theoretical information to provide a 
complete picture of the museum’s development from the mid-nineteenth century to the 
mid-twentieth century. Consequently, as they are the foundation of this study, there are 
two specific historical documents that serve as the book ends for the period of time 
examined by this thesis.  
The two oldest documents are publications by La Sociedad Económica de Amigos 
del País produced in 1866, which discuss both the inauguration ceremony of the first 
national museum in Guatemala, as well as the contents of this first museum. While there 
exist older documents in Guatemala’s history that call for the collection of archaeological 
and ethnographic objects from around the country and that order the creation of a national 
museum, 1866 is the year in which the creation of a national museum to hold such 
objects was realized. Therefore, this date provides a natural starting point.  
The more difficult task was determining an appropriate ending date for the study. 
The most natural end point would obviously be the present day, but the amount of 
information that would have to be covered and analyzed is too great for the restricted size 
of this thesis. Therefore, the terminal date of this study is provided by the 1967 guide, 
which is justified for numerous reasons. First, the 1967 guide is the last publication 
produced about the museum before Guatemala descended into the throes of civil war, 
which in itself had so many cultural, political, and social ramifications that an entirely 
separate thesis of this size should be devoted to describing its effects on the museum. 
Second, an increased number of years studied must account for the greater complexity 
and evolution of each developmental force under examination, exponentially increasing 
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the necessary length of the study. Finally, for nothing more than a cosmetic reason, it is 
appealing to simply analyze “The first hundred years of the Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología y Etnología of Guatemala.” 
 
EXPLANATION OF CONTENT AND MAIN ARGUMENT 
For the ease of the reader, I have structured this thesis in the following manner. 
Chapter 2 contains basic historical facts about the Museo Nacional from the mid-
nineteenth century up to 1967. While this section does not locate the museum in any 
Guatemalan or Latin American context, the intent is to familiarize the reader with the 
main developments of the museum. The subsequent three chapters—Chapters 3, 4, and 5 
—contain the contextualization and analytical portions of this thesis. Each of these 
chapters is focused on one main force that influenced the design and development of the 
museum. Obviously, for an establishment as complex as a national museum, there are a 
multitude of forces that shaped its course, but for this work, I decided to focus on the 
three that I thought were most significant. Other scholars from different fields might find 
alternate forces more important, but that is for them to argue. For each of the forces, I 
explain its origins and locate its appearance and effects not only in Guatemalan history, 
but also, most importantly, in the museum’s history. Therefore, these are the chapters 
where the basic historical information provided by the museum guides is placed in a 
meaningful and revealing context. Finally, the concluding chapter ties this information 
together and discusses its implications for the present day Museo Nacional. 
From my research, I found three main forces that repeatedly appeared as 
determinants of the museum’s content, layout, modification, and publicizing. The first 
force is that of the European museum model, on which the Museo Nacional of Guatemala 
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was based from its beginning. The examination of the effects this model has had on the 
museum and its presentation of objects in Chapter 3 leads to a discussion of the 
drawbacks of this model for exhibiting the cultural heritage of Guatemala. The second 
factor is the influence of Pan-American ideologies, originating both from inside and 
outside Latin America. Therefore, in Chapter 4, I propose that this unifying force might 
have blurred distinctions between indigenous identities and may have placed both ancient 
and indigenous heritages in a “foreign” category. Finally, the third influence is that of 
Guatemalan nationalism, which I address in Chapter 5. In this discussion of the effects of 
nationalistic spirit on the museum, I suggest that a greater emphasis on connecting the 
archaeological and ethnographic objects to a sense of national heritage should be the 
ultimate goal. The conclusion in Chapter 6 expands upon the implications proposed by 
the three anterior chapters and provides suggestions for future study.  
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Chapter 2: General History of the Museo Nacional de Guatemala 
The history of the first objects to become a part of the national collection is a 
convoluted one, full of museum closures, relocations, and name and categorization 
changes. At one point, pieces of colonial art, natural history objects and archaeological 
artifacts were all exhibited in the same “national museum,” but this particular study 
follows the path of the archaeological and ethnological objects that today reside in the 
Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología. 
 
COLONIAL PRECURSORS 
The first museum in modern-day Guatemala was actually established just before 
the end of the colonial period. In the European tradition of creating royal “cabinets of 
curiosities,” Carlos IV of Spain organized the Real Expedición Científica in the late 
eighteenth century to found this early form of a museum (Luján Muñoz 1971: 5). This 
royal scientific expedition, working with other groups in Guatemala, collected the 
biological, zoological, mineralogical, and archaeological objects to fill this first museum, 
called the Gabinete de Historia Natural, which opened in 1796 (Luján Muñoz 1971: 5). 
Located in the Palacio de Gobierno en la Nueva Guatemala, the museum was only open 
for five years, as it was shut down in 1801 (Luján Muñoz 1971).  
 
FIRST NATIONAL MUSEUM 
The first national museum of Guatemala, established in 1866, contained an 
extraordinary variety of objects, and while the fate of its collections upon the museum’s 
closure in 1881 is unclear due to lack of documentation, its very foundation was a 
milestone. After Guatemala achieved independence from Spain in 1821, the newly 
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established government enacted various decrees to collect antiquities and art as a method 
for building national spirit. For example, on October 24, 1831, a decree was ordered to 
establish the first national museum of Guatemala, which was to contain “toda especie de 
curiosidades naturales” or “all kinds of natural curiosities1.” (Sociedad Económica 1866: 
5). This decree included an order that all of the governors of the different departments in 
Guatemala were to send examples of wood, rare stones, and minerals to the Sociedad 
Económica de Amigos del País, which, under the protection of the government, was in 
charge of creating, conserving, and organizing the museum that would hold these objects 
(Sociedad Económica 1866: 5). No real action was taken, and no objects came into the 
hands of the Sociedad Económica de Amigos del País until the second decree on 
December 5, 1851, which stated that all of the mayors of Guatemala must send their 
antiquities and “curiosities” to the Ministerio de Gobernación, which was to then transfer 
them to the care of the Sociedad Económica (Sociedad Económica 1866: 5). While this 
process of collecting objects might have occurred, it was not until 1865 that the Sociedad 
Económica actually took steps to establish a museum, setting aside approximately $1,900 
for its creation (Luján Muñoz 1979: 2). 
The museum was officially opened on January 7, 1866 and was located in the 
building designated for the Sociedad Económica de Amigos del País, which currently is 
the building occupied by the Congreso de la República de Guatemala (Figure 1) (Luján 
Muñoz 1971: 6). There were two main departments of the museum, one of ethnography 
and one of natural history, in addition to the library, which contained mostly 
ethnographic volumes (Luján Muñoz 1979: 3). While there is unfortunately no 
documentation of contents of the natural history section or the library of the museum, in 
                                                
1 Translation by the author 
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1866 Juan Gavarrete, a crucial leader in this early museum, published a brief guide to the 
ethnographic section of the museum. According to Gavarrete, this department contained 
thirteen sections, as decreed by the government on March 24, 1865, that contained 
objects relating to the history, geography, and antiquities of Central America (Sociedad 
Económica 1866: 61). The catalogue does not state whether each section was contained 
in its own room, but for various sections, it offers a complete listing of the different 
artifacts as well as any information on who donated these objects or how they were 
obtained. The sections include ones of pre-Hispanic sculptural objects, pre-Hispanic 
utilitarian objects, plans of archaeological sites, pre-Hispanic historical documents or 
documents for the study of pre-Hispanic languages, regalia from the Conquest, historical 
Figure 1: The Sociedad Económica Building c. 1875 (Luján Muñoz 1984) 
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colonial documents, documents and relics pertaining to Guatemala’s independence, and 
national and foreign coins throughout history (Sociedad Económica 1866). From this 
overview of the ethnographic department, it can be seen that even in just this section of 
the museum there was a large breadth of different types of objects and that the distinction 
between ancient art objects and everyday materials was not made clear. Nevertheless, as 
the first general “national” museum in Guatemala, the museum and all of its departments 
were intended to fill the roles of archaeological, natural history, ethnological, and art 
historical museums all in one space, meaning that a clear definition of different categories 
of objects would have been difficult to achieve.  
In regard to the leadership of the museum, records indicate that the previously 
mentioned Juan Gavarrete was in charge of the organization of the ethnographic 
department of the museum from its inception and, in conjunction with other officials, 
played a large role in the functioning of this museum until its closure in 1881 (Luján 
Muñoz 1979: 13-15). Additionally, the post of “Conservador del Museo Nacional” was 
created in 1873 and was assumed by Pedro Ibarra until 1878, with Mariano Gándara 
presiding briefly during 1878. Finally, Valentín Escobar held the position from 1878 until 
the museum’s closure (Luján Muñoz 1979: 15). Due to lack of documentation, it is 
difficult to understand the nature of Juan Gavarrete’s role in the museum or the task of 
the Conservador del Museo Nacional, but Gavarrete’s 1866 guide to the ethnographic 
section in the Sociedad Económica publication marks him not only as an ambassador to 
this governmental body, but also as an early publicist for the collection.  
On April 25, 1881, there was a decree of the Legislative Assembly to dissolve the 
Sociedad Económica de Amigos del País, as it was decided that the role of this society 
could be fulfilled by other ministries of the government, and the building in which it 
resided was to become the new seat of the Legislative Assembly (Luján Muñoz 1979: 
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15). While these were the official reasons provided by the government for the dissolution 
of the Sociedad Económica, it is possible that General Justo Rufino Barrios, president of 
Guatemala at the time, decided to dismantle this political body because it had become the 
setting of fierce disagreements between the proponents of Liberal policy and those 
against it (Luján Muñoz 1979: 15). Nevertheless, the disintegration of its patron 
association and the appropriation of its location for the Legislative Assembly forced the 
first national museum to close shortly after the decree in 1881 (Luján Muñoz 1979: 16). It 
is uncertain where the majority of the objects contained in the museum were stored until 
the formation of the next museum in 1897, but it is possible that some were held in the 
Ministry of Development during this interim period (Luján Muñoz 1979: 16), while 
others might have formed part of a limited exhibitions in the Instituto Nacional Central 
de Varones and in the Department of Medicine at the Universidad de San Carlos (Luján 
Muñoz 1971: 8). 
 
THE SECOND INCARNATION OF THE MUSEO NACIONAL 
It was not until 1898 that the next true version of Guatemala’s Museo Nacional 
was created. It was under President Jose Maria Reyna Barrios that the building that 
would house the Museo Nacional, or the Palacio La Reforma, was constructed in 
preparation for the Exposición Centroamericana, which Guatemala hosted in 1897 
(Figure 2) (Moscoso Möller 2002: 89). After Barrios’ assassination in 1898, the new 
president, Manuel Estrada Cabrera, ordered the installation of a Museo Nacional in the 
Palacio La Reforma (Moscoso Möller 2002: 89). The objects that had been scattered to 
various locations throughout the city at the closing of the last museum in 1881 were 
compiled to fill the Palacio La Reforma (Luján Muñoz 1971: 7).  
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Only a small museum catalogue from 1902 provides any information about the 
contents of this museum, but it is listed as having two archaeological sections with a total 
of eighty-four objects that were classified as “Precolombino,” including stone idols, 
ceramics, and other carved stone objects (Catálogo 1902). The first section of the 
museum is label “Sala Antigua,” and it has a total of seventeen objects, ten of them 
labeled “Precolombino” and the other seven ranging in date from 1607 to 1870 (Catálogo 
1902). The second section is simply labeled “Arqueología” and has mainly 
“Precolombino” objects, with only twelve other objects ranging in date from 1500 to 
1897 (Catálogo 1902). There is no other information provided about the museum, for 
example concerning why certain artifacts are in a specific section, why the colonial and 
Figure 2: Palacio La Reforma (Möller 2002: 90) 
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independence period objects are mixed with “Precolombino” ones, or whether each 
different section was placed in its own separate room. Nevertheless, in the museum there 
again seems to be a mixing of independence period, colonial and pre-Hispanic objects, 
and, if the guide is an indication, temporal distinctions are not emphasized or seen as 
dividing factors for the collections. Moreover, many of the objects originated from 
various departments throughout Guatemala, like Chimaltenango, Sololá, Petén and 
Jalapa, with the majority from the department of Quiché or Lake Amatitlán, but these 
geographic distinctions do not correlate to the division of sections within the museum 
(Catálogo 1902). 
The earthquakes that shook Guatemala City in 1917 and 1918 unfortunately 
destroyed the Palacio La Reforma. At this point, the national museum was again closed 
and its artifacts were moved into storage, but where and how they were stored is unclear 
(Moscoso Möller 2002: 89).  
 
THE CREATION OF THE FIRST MUSEO DE ARQUEOLOGÍA 
When Jorge Ubico took control of the government in 1931, Guatemala’s wealth 
of art objects and cultural artifacts received attention again. Ubico made the decision to 
split Guatemala’s collection of national objects into separate museums, consequently 
creating the Museo de Arqueología in 1931 and the Museo Nacional de Historia y Bellas 
Artes in 1934 (Luján Muñoz 1971: 8). The Museo Nacional de Historia y Bellas Artes 
was housed in an old colonial church, El Calvario, that was remodeled by Ubico and 
displayed the art objects pertaining to the colonial period and to significant events in 
Guatemala’s independence period, as well as European porcelains, various paintings, and 
indigenous textiles (El Imparcial 1935). It is interesting that this museum was chosen to 
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display the indigenous textiles in the first place, and their inclusion in the collection 
provoked a response in the newspaper. The reporter commented,  
 
…se nos permita exponer francamente la extrañeza que nos causaron algunas 
vitrinas con telas y trajes indígenas, entre las demás de la sala principal del 
museo…creemos que no es ése el sitio que les corresponde, al menos como están 
expuestas…Un departamento sólo para telas y trajes de nuestros indios; y si no 
hay lugar ahí para lo que pedimos, tal vez fuera preferible exponerlas en otro 
sitio… 
 
…let us frankly discuss the bewilderment that the various cases with indigenous 
weavings and trajes caused us, among the rest of the objects in the main room of 
the museum…we do not believe that this is the site for these objects, or at least 
how they are displayed…[There needs to be] one department only for these 
fabrics and trajes of our Indians; and if there is no place here for what we ask, 
maybe it would be preferable to display them in a different locale… (El Imparcial 
1935) 
 
 Possibly as a partial result of this review, the indigenous textiles were eventually 
moved to the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología, but at least at the time of the 
opening of the museum in El Calvario, they were displayed alongside European and 
colonial objects of high art. It should be made clear, though, that this incarnation of the 
Museo Nacional de Historia y Bellas Artes in El Calvario was distinct from the newly 
independent Museo de Arqueología. 
The Museo de Arqueología, opened June 28, 1931, was located in the south of the 
city in the Salon de Té in the La Aurora Zoological Park (Figure 3) (Luján Muñoz,1971: 
8). In the beginning, it seems that the museum was spearheaded by Salvador Herrera and 
J. Antonio Villacorta (El Imparcial June 5, 1975), but various museum publications from 
the early 1940s indicate that at least from 1942 to 1944, J. Antonio’s brother, Carlos A. 
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Villacorta, was the director of the museum (Boletin de Museos y Bibliotecas). Both 
Villacorta brothers had worked extensively in the field and were publishing significant 
works on Mesoamerican archaeology during this time, like their Arqueología 
Guatemalteca of 1930 and Códices Mayas of 1933. The Villacorta brothers were 
therefore highly knowledgeable about the artifacts in the museum, but with scarce 
documentation about this period of the museum’s history, it is difficult to deduce how 
this might have impacted the exhibition of objects in the museum.  
During the period between 1931 and 1946, the museum’s collection was greatly 
expanded and enriched by the various archaeological excavations that were being 
Figure 3: Outside view of the Salon de Té c. 1943 (Möller 2002: 91) 
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conducted throughout Guatemala, including those at Kaminaljuyú and Uaxactún (Figure 
4) (Museum Register). Moreover, in 1937, the museum directors put greater emphasis on 
expanding the ethnographic component of the museum, which was accomplished through 
both donations and the purchase of pieces (Castillo 2004: 12). Probably as a result of this 
substantial increase in the collection and of the limited size of the Salon de Té, the 
museum was closed in 1946 in preparation for its move to the new building that would 
house the current Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología.  
 
Figure 4: Inside the Salon de Té c. 1943 (Möller 2002: 92) 
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THE MUSEO NACIONAL DE ARQUEOLOGÍA Y ETNOLOGÍA 
It was in 1946 that President Juan José Arévalo created the Instituto de 
Antropología e Historia of Guatemala, and the formation of this new governmental 
society responsible for the preservation and exhibition of Guatemala’s cultural past was 
possibly the impetus behind the museum’s move and transformation. After the demise of 
Ubico’s reign in 1944, the buildings that housed his annual Feria de Noviembre in La 
Aurora Park were left vacant, and in 1946 it was decided that Salon 5 of these structures 
would become the new home of the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología 
(Moscoso Möller 2002: 90). It was not until September 16, 1948, though, that the 
museum’s relocation and installation were finally completed. 
This new building for the Museo Nacional, also located in the La Aurora Park 
complex, was constructed by Ubico in 1935 as one of the cultural exhibition halls for his 
Feria de Noviembre (Borhegyi 1953: 3). Since this neocolonial-style building was never 
intended to contain a museum, the structure was remodeled in 1946 to provide an 
adequate environment for the pieces (Borhegyi 1953: 3). From its installation in 1948 
until 1956, Antonio Tejeda Fonseca was director of the museum and was able to maintain 
his position throughout the multiple political upheavals that occurred during this period. 
As director, Tejeda Fonseca oversaw the creation and organization of the newly separated 
ethnological section of the museum, many objects of which stemmed from the 1937 
expansion of the ethnological collection (Figure 5) (El Imparcial Sept. 14, 1948). Three 
rooms, which corresponded to roughly half of the museum, were dedicated to the display 
of ethnological materials, and each room was devoted to the depiction of the indigenous 
culture of one or two specific departments of Guatemala, as each chosen department had 
political and geographic distinctions (El Imparcial Sept. 14, 1948). 
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Figure 5: Map of the Museo Nacional from 1953 (Borhegyi 1953) 
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The first room focused on Alta Verapaz, displaying the customary dress of both men and 
women from the area, as well as wooden masks from the nineteenth century, dioramas of 
their farming practices and typical towns, explanations of their candle-making 
“industrias,” and an examples of the types of foods they ate (Guía 1967: 19). The next 
room was devoted to depicting the indigenous lifestyles of the people from Baja Verapaz 
and Totonicapán, with cases displaying their famous polished gourds and dioramas 
illustrating the process of creation, typical examples of pottery, dioramas showing 
common household settings and scenes, and displays of traditional dress and foods for the 
regions (Guía 1967: 20). Finally, the last ethnological room was dedicated to the Lake 
Atitlán basin in the department of Sololá, demonstrating how they produced their famous 
textiles with backstrap looms, showing examples of their canoes, explaining their 
traditional foods and illustrating a specific town on the lake through a diorama (Guía 
1967: 20). From this description, it can be seen that at this time the museum relied 
heavily on dioramas to convey information about the cultures of these areas. 
Additionally, the inclusion of masks from the nineteenth century reveals that they were 
incorporating artifacts from multiple centuries into these exhibitions. 
In terms of the archaeological portion of the museum, three rooms were set aside 
to display various facets of the collection that had been growing since 1866 and now 
contained nearly 15,000 objects (El Imparcial Sept. 14, 1948). The first archaeological 
hall displayed objects from various locations throughout Guatemala that were not 
associated with the height of the Classic Maya artistic production. This included pieces 
from Alta and Baja Verapaz, Quiche, Sololá, Quetzaltenango, Huehuetenango, 
Kaminaljuyu, Progreso, and the South Coast, that ranged in date from the Preclassic 
period (beginning around 2000 B.C.) to the Postclassic period (ending with the Conquest 
in the fifteenth century) (Guía 1967). The different types of artifacts presented in the 
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displays included ceramics, jade, obsidian, clay masks, stone sculptures, gold, skeletons, 
and stelae (Guía 1967). The second archaeological hall was dedicated to depicting the art 
and culture of the Classic Maya, from sites both in Guatemala as well as in Mexico and 
Honduras (Figure 6) (El Imparcial Sept. 14, 1948). In addition to the ceramics, stelae, 
lintels, architectural dioramas, jades, and other artifacts that were displayed in this room, 
Director Tejeda Fonseca also painted reproductions of the ancient murals from 
Bonampak and Uaxactún, utilizing the skills that he learned in his occupation as an artist 
to provide examples of monumental Maya mural programs (Borhegyi 1953: 6). Finally, 
the third archaeological salon, also known as the Synoptic Hall, was dedicated to the 
presentation of archaeological objects from ancient indigenous cultures throughout North 
and South America, ranging from Panama and Colombia to the North American 
Southwest, “without regard to the age or source of the individual specimens” (Guía 1967, 
18).  
Figure 6: The Classic Maya Hall, or the third archaeological hall (Guía 1967: 27) 
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As Borhegyi’s 1953 map of the museum indicates, visitors were supposed to enter 
directly into the first archaeological hall, examining ancient artifacts specifically from 
Guatemala, before moving into the second archaeological hall that was devoted to the 
height of Classic Maya culture (Figure 5) (Borhegyi 1953). Next, visitors were directed 
through ethnological halls one, two, and three before completing their circuit of the 
museum in archaeological hall three, or the Synoptic Hall (Borhegyi 1953). The flow of 
the museum, then, took visitors from ancient to modern, finally ending in a room where 
there was no focus on time or geographic location, but rather formal and structural 
similarities between pieces.  
In 1956, Dr. Carlos Samayoa Chinchilla became director of the Museo Nacional, 
and from various publications and newspaper articles, it appears that he launched a 
publicity campaign for the museum. In working to make the actions and collection of the 
museum more visible, Samayoa Chinchilla printed articles in the newspaper each time 
pieces in the collection traveled abroad to international exhibitions and when sizeable 
donations were made to the museum, in addition to personally writing a newspaper 
response to any negative criticism that the museum publically received. As Dr. Samayoa 
Chinchilla had already acted as director of the Instituto de Antropología e Historia of 
Guatemala by the time he became director of the museum, he understood the significance 
of the positive public presence of the museum in society and took the opportunity as 
director of the Museo Nacional to highlight it. Sometime between 1962 and 1967, Dr. 
Samayoa Chinchilla resigned from his position, and the noted historian Luis Luján 
Muñoz succeeded him as director.  
Similar to his predecessor, Luján Muñoz also appeared to have an appreciation for 
the power of publicity, as he personally penned updates about the activities of the 
museum for El Imparcial and initiated the publication of various small guides about the 
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Museo Nacional—the guides that, in fact, provide the 100-year ending date for this study. 
During the directorships by both Samayoa Chinchilla and Luján Muñoz, the fundamental 
structure of the museum’s organization, in terms of curatorial design, did not change. As 
the guides from 1967 illustrate, while donated pieces might have been added to the 
exhibit, the themes of the six rooms in the museum remained constant. The map of the 
museum included in the 1967 Guía demonstrates that when compared to Borhegyi’s 1953 
map. While changes in the museum’s organization occurred after 1967, and numerous 
directors have succeeded Luján Muñoz since then, his directorship of the museum is the 
Figure 7: The Modern Museo Nacional (photo by the author) 
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last one that concerns this study, as he oversaw the hundred-year anniversary of 
collection. 
Overall, while the various directors of the museum changed over time, from its 
installation in 1948 the collection of the Museo Nacional remained in its same location 
with the same general organization through 1967. Even though the building itself has 
undergone various closures for remodeling, the Museo Nacional is still today located in 
Salon 5 of the La Aurora Park, and for the foreseeable future, this edifice seems like it 
will remain the home of the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología of Guatemala 
(Figure 7). Therefore, with this understanding of the basic historical trajectory of the 
museum, the discussion of how the three different forces created by various social, 
political and cultural factors affected the museum can be broached. 
  
 26 
Chapter 3: The European Museum Model 
A principal factor that not only impelled the creation of the Museo Nacional of 
Guatemala but also clearly shaped perspectives on the museum’s contents was the model 
of the European museum that was transported across the Atlantic Ocean and applied in 
Latin American contexts. The concept of the modern museum evolved in Europe and was 
appropriated by Latin American governments in the nineteenth century as a nation-
building technique, but European mindsets about anthropological and ethnological 
artifacts were transferred as well. When mixed with the already complex racial issues that 
arose from the Conquest period, the European museum model perpetuated a distance 
between Guatemalans and the objects of their national heritage, in addition to shifting the 
museum’s target audience away from Guatemalans and towards foreigners. This chapter 
discusses not only the development of the European museum model and its application in 
Latin America, but also how that translation affected the Museo Nacional and, in 
particular, the drawbacks it had in displaying Guatemalan ancient and indigenous 
materials. 
 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE EUROPEAN MUSEUM 
As noted historian James Clifford writes, “Some sort of ‘gathering’ around the 
self and the group—the assemblage of a material ‘world,’ the marking off of a subjective 
domain which is not ‘other’—is probably universal…But the notion that this gathering 
involves the accumulation of possessions, the idea that identity is a kind of wealth is 
surely not universal” (Clifford 1985: 238). Therefore, while all cultures might have a 
conception of “us” as opposed to “them,” there are only some cultures that have strong 
traditions of utilizing the collection of material objects to establish and clarify such social 
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identities (Clifford 1985: 238).  Even considering some of these other collecting 
traditions around the world like in China, India, and Mesoamerica, most scholars agree 
that the modern museum originated in Europe, with its roots in mid-fifteenth century Italy 
with collections like the one created by Cosimo de’ Medici in Florence (Pearce 1992: 1). 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the establishment of royal collections by 
monarchs and cabinets of curiosities by private citizens stimulated further interest in 
assemblages of art, artifacts, rocks, minerals, and animal specimen (Lewis). Yet it was 
not until the eighteenth century that the utopian idea of museums as “vast temple[s] of 
knowledge that [contain] every specimen of nature and human culture” took root, where 
such establishments would be open to all social classes and would spur social progress 
(McClellan 2008: 18). Consequently, some of these private collections and cabinets of 
curiosities that had been transferred into government hands were morphed into the first 
public museums, like the British Museum in England in 1759 and the Louvre in France in 
1793 (McClellan 2008: 18).  
It was from the incredible success and popularity of the Louvre that the concept of 
a museum as a symbol of societal improvement, good governing, and national pride fully 
developed in the nineteenth century (McClellan 2008: 20). The conditions in Europe left 
after the Napoleonic wars dictated that burgeoning nation-states define themselves, and it 
was opportune for “newly formed nations [to shape] their cultural identity around their 
national patrimony, embodied in historical artifacts and works of art openly displayed in 
public museums” (McClellan 2008: 20).  
In the second half of the nineteenth century, with the popularity of ethnic 
pavilions at World’s Fairs, a greater number of historical and anthropological museums 
were created that had authentic period rooms and life groups to ‘realistically’ display 
foreign cultures, like some of the first ethnographic displays that appeared in the Chicago 
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World’s Fair (Jacknis 1985: 81). Such locations were intended to serve as an uplifting 
diversion for the public masses, giving them educational recreational activities in the 
place of going to a bar (McClellan 2008: 23). Moreover, not only through art, but also 
through the exhibition of foreign “primitive” cultures, museums were intended to relay 
Judeo-Christian meta-narratives of productivity and the linear progression of time that 
was linked to the general improvement of mankind (Pearce 1992: 2-3).  
While the development of the museum as an institution is more complex and 
nuanced than addressed in this brief summary, the concept of the museum as a nation-
building, population-improving mechanism is key for understanding the museum model’s 
application in Latin America and the consequential effects these factors that defined 
European museums in the nineteenth century had on the institutions created in the New 
World. 
 
THE MUSEUM’S TRANSLATION TO THE NEW WORLD 
The nineteenth century was a time of nation building not only in Europe, but also 
in Latin America. From the political turbulence created by the Napoleonic wars and the 
fever of revolution and democracy that swept the world at this time, many Latin 
American nations were able to gain independence from colonial European powers in the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. Yet to face the task of creating a unified nation, 
many Latin American countries turned to the example of the European states. Indeed, in 
this time of new nations, countries in both North and South America were eager to prove 
their economic viability and their civilized nature, and museums, as cultural centers of 
learning and art that took substantial investment, could demonstrate both such 
characteristics (McClellan 2008: 28). Prior to this time in Latin America, there may have 
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been royal missions in various countries that were dedicated to the gathering of artifacts 
and other natural “curiosities” in the New World, but it was only after gaining 
independence that the newly formed states in Latin America appropriated such 
collections of objects and embedded them in the freshly developing national identities. 
While Guatemala declared its independence in 1821, it was a part of the 
República Federal de Centroamérica until 1838. Therefore, it was not until the second 
half of the nineteenth century that nation-building strategies were employed in Guatemala 
in a systematic manner (“A Caffeinated Modernism” 2011: 108). During this period, a 
series of liberal presidents came to power in Guatemala, like Miguel Garcia Granados 
and Justo Rufino Barrios, who wanted to improve Guatemala as a nation by stimulating 
development (McCreery 2011: 119). As noted above, they drew their notion of 
development from the culture and characteristics of European nations, but the execution 
of plans for development did not as much stimulate any economic growth or investment 
as imitate the superficial characteristics of more developed nations. For instance, at this 
time Guatemala built an opera house to provide a modern-looking capital, yet this 
“developmental” investment financially necessitated the closure of schools (McCreery 
2011: 119). Additionally, hundreds of miles of railroads were built to benefit growing 
foreign industries in Guatemala, but these railways served predominantly industry, not 
the Guatemalan people (McCreery 2011: 119). Moreover, the profits from the foreign 
industry were not necessarily being reinvested back into the Guatemalan economy, 
implying that the foreign companies were present in the country but they were not 
stimulating developmental growth of the national market.  
It was at this time, then, that the Museo Nacional in Guatemala was first 
established, in part to fulfill this campaign to have institutions that would make 
Guatemala appear to be a developed and cosmopolitan nation. In this vein, there was a 
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room in the ethnographic section designed specifically to display coins from all around 
the world, placing Guatemalan-produced monies and medals in the same displays with 
those from Denmark, Prussia, Portugal, France, and England, showing their comparable 
make and quality. Additionally, official positions such as “Conservador del Museo 
Nacional” were implemented to formalize and legitimize this national institution that was 
designed to convey the modern nature of Guatemala. 
At the turn of the twentieth century, President Manuel Estrada Cabrera took such 
campaigns even further in his attempt to establish Guatemala in the world perspective as 
a cultured nation. It was Cabrera who ordered the construction of Roman temples 
dedicated to the Goddess Minerva throughout all of Guatemala’s departments (Rendón 
2011: 162). Additionally, at the end of each school year, Cabrera held a “Festival of 
Minerva” where the school children would dress up in European or American attire, like 
togas or cowboy costumes, and stand in front of cardboard representations of European 
countries and industries to demonstrate the modern nature of his country (Rendón 2011: 
162). Yet Cabrera’s events only seem to highlight the economic and cultural differences 
between Guatemalan and European nations. During Cabrera’s presidency, the availability 
of public education in fact diminished in Guatemala, but the appropriation of European 
cultural traditions and costume were again designed to prove to the world that Guatemala 
was a civilized and modernized nation (Rendón 201: 162).  
It was in this context that President Cabrera reopened the Museo Nacional in 1898 
after its closure in 1881. Cabrera chose to establish the museum in the Palacio La 
Reforma, a European inspired building constructed out of marble that was a mixture of 
Italian Renaissance and French styles (see Figure 2). In this manner, the house for the 
Museo Nacional was intended to emulate the types of structures that held that the Louvre 
in France and the British Museum in England. Again, this European inspired structure for 
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the location of the Museo Nacional was part of Cabrera’s strategy to make Guatemala 
appear modern, developed and on par with European nations. 
Therefore, the concept of development as it evolved in Guatemala was not 
necessarily based on the myth of a nation emerging from the mestizaje between European 
and indigenous cultures, like in other Latin American countries such as Mexico. Rather, 
in Guatemala, there was conscious urging of the indigenous population to give up its 
“Indian” traits (“A Caffeinated Modernism” 2011: 109). The term ladino was used to 
refer to Guatemalans who manifested a European cultural identity, and many of the 
prominent writers and intellectuals of Guatemala at this time encouraged the Indians to 
drop their specific customs and adopt European dress and practices, making them a part 
of the Guatemalan nation (“A Caffeinated Modernism” 2011: 109). Thus, the Museo 
Nacional could function as a tool not only in making Guatemala appear modern and 
civilized, but also in “civilizing” and creating the desired population through its example 
of European culture, according to this Eurocentric vision. 
 
DEVELOPMENT OF AN ETHNOLOGICAL SECTION 
Naturally, this translation of the museum as an institution into the New World not 
only brought the desired nation-building concepts, but it also carried with it European 
perspectives on the presentation of art, artifacts, and ethnological material. The 
conception of having “ethnological” materials or even an “ethnological” section in an 
exhibition stems from the evolutionary racialist attitudes originating in the nineteenth 
century with the writings of Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer. These attitudes were 
further popularized by the development of displaying objects from foreign cultures in 
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dioramas, which highlighted the differences between the traditions of these cultures and 
those of European ones.  
In 1859, Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, presenting his ideas 
about evolution and the ability to detect changes in nature through fossils and other 
artifacts. While Darwin himself did not propose that there were any evolutionary 
differences between the various human races, his theories were utilized by other scholars, 
like Herbert Spencer, to reinforce the argument that some races were in a more 
“primitive” stage of development than the European populations. These ideas took root, 
and the presentation of cultures that were not European in museum collections and in 
books focused on displaying the primitive characteristics of the non-European races or 
cultures (Stocking 1985: 4). In this manner, from the outset, ethnological and 
anthropological halls, designed and designated to exhibit the materials from foreign 
cultures, were automatically seen as displaying primitive objects. Moreover, there was 
the common tendency among European audiences to view these indigenous-made objects 
as the “survivals” of these foreign societies, which were rapidly disappearing in the 
modernizing world (Stocking 1985: 4). This perspective served to temporally remove the 
artifacts in ethnological collections further from their European viewing audience. 
Overall, the ideological strains of thought that impacted perceptions about 
anthropological and ethnological collections of objects in the nineteenth century 
developed from a distinctly European perspective that fundamentally believed that races 
and cultures from the rest of the world were more primitive. 
The idea of making a spectacle out of foreign, “primitive” cultures was further 
popularized by its use in drawing audiences to the ethnological exhibitions at World’s 
Fairs. The introduction of “life groups” into World’s Fairs exhibitions in the late 
nineteenth century provided audiences with scenes of wax figures or mannequins dressed 
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in the traditional “costumes” of the tribe or peoples being displayed and showed them 
frozen in a scene from a ritual activity or everyday chore, surrounded by “native” objects 
(Jacknis 1985: 82). It was out of this tradition that the idea of a diorama for ethnological 
and anthropological exhibits in museums developed, but notions of the spectacle that 
these displays of foreign cultures presented were still attached to this practice. While such 
“life groups” and dioramas were extremely popular in both World’s Fairs and 
subsequently museums, especially since influential archaeologists of the time like Franz 
Boas proposed that such displays were the last remnants of such vanishing primitive 
cultures (Handler 1985: 193), they were controversial as well. In this time at the turn of 
the twentieth century when providing proper examples of good Christian lives was the 
means for creating a future generation of responsible citizens, especially in the United 
States, life groups illustrating “backward” traditions or “imperfect” artistic manifestations 
were sometimes seen as a threat to the education of youths (Hinsley 1985: 57-8). Thus, 
the theories that informed the creation of such displays, as well as the debate about their 
possible negative influence on the general population, furthered the foreign, primitive 
conception of the objects in popular imagination. 
When the museum model was transported to Latin America, the ethnological 
displays that were associated with it were translated as well, in addition to the attitude 
that the objects being displayed were foreign and primitive in nature. While clear 
descriptions of the museum’s layout before 1948 do not exist, descriptions of the 
exhibitions after 1948 reveal that dioramas were a dominant part of ethnological displays. 
As previously mentioned, the first ethnological hall in the museum contained a diorama 
of “tres sembradores indígenas en actitud de sembrar el maíz con ‘macana’ y una mujer 
indígena que les lleva el almuerzo al lugar de la siembra” or “three native men planting 
corn with a ‘macana’ and a native woman bringing them their lunch to the fields” (Figure 
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8) (Guía 1967: 32, 35). In this room, there 
was also a diorama showing the process by 
which the indigenous people made candles 
and another showing the layout and 
common housing constructions of a typical 
town in the region (Guía 1967: 35). The 
second ethnological hall had dioramas of 
indigenous people producing their typical 
gourd bowls and of common houses. Yet it 
also contained displays that showed “la 
persistencia de la industria de la cerámica 
hecha a mano, sin torno, sin vidriado y sin 
horno, desde el período Preclásico hasta la actualidad” or “the continuance of industry of 
ceramics made entirely by hand—without a potter’s wheel, without glazing, and without 
ovens—from the Pre-Classic period up to the present time” (Figure 9) (Guía 1967: 33, 
36). This display, though, implied that there had been no change in the practices or 
lifestyles of these people for almost 4000 years. Similar sorts of dioramas appeared in the 
third ethnological hall, showing fermentation practices and rope-making techniques. The 
dioramas are prominently labeled in Boreghyi’s 1953 map of the museum (see Figure 5), 
and both the map and the guide descriptions reveal how heavily the museum relied on 
these types of displays to convey information about indigenous cultures. The origins of 
dioramas in European settings to show the primitive traditions of foreign cultures is 
problematic, though, because of its implicit insinuations to visitors to the Museo Nacional 
that these contemporary indigenous cultures living in Guatemala were somehow both 
foreign and primitive.  
Figure 8: Ethnological diorama of men 
planting maize (Guía 1967: 37) 
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The prominent attitudes of the time that saw ancient and indigenous works as 
primitive can distinctly be detected in Guatemalan observations of the pieces. As a 
member of the Sociedad de Amigos del País states in 1866, “La historia de la América 
primitiva es importante, por mas que la civilización actual sea enteramente diversa de la 
que pudieron alcanzar los habitantes de un continente ignorado del antiguo mundo,” a 
statement that emphasized the fact that America before the conquest was primitive and 
that there was a need to justify the study of cultures that were distinct from the European 
and mixed descent populations (Sociedad Económica 1866: 6). The language of the 
document also disconnects the native Guatemalan writer of the article and the modern 
population from these pre-Conquest peoples, to whom both the writer and the modern 
population were most probably related, using words such as “those peoples,” and 
“beings” to refer to the native populations (Sociedad Económica 1866: 3). Even seventy 
Figure 9: The ethnological display showing ceramic continuity (Guía 1967: 41) 
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years later, in an article published in 1935 about the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes, the 
author complained that the El Calvario exhibition displayed native textiles next to 
Colonial-period paintings and European porcelains, stating that there needed to be an 
entirely different section of the museum, if not an entirely different location altogether, 
for the presentation of such textiles (see Chapter 2 for full quote) (El Imparcial 1935). 
Such a perspective, published in the national newspaper, shows the popular conception of 
some fundamental difference between European production of material culture, as 
exemplified by porcelains, and that produced by indigenous Guatemalan groups, despite 
the obvious thought and skill put into the production of both types of objects. This type of 
article and its sentiment might have even inspired the later move of the indigenous 
textiles to the ethnological section of the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología. 
Finally, this distancing attitude can be detected in Arturo Molina Muñoz’s discussion of 
the Museo Nacional from 1966, in his statement that at the museum,  
 
El indígena conocerá su glorioso pasado como incentivo para buscar su elevación 
cultural y un más alto nivel de vida, integrándose al mundo que lo rodea pero con 
plena conciencia y conocimiento de su pasado, del cuál se sentirá orgulloso y del 
que deberá conservar los rasgos característicos, los sentimientos de comunidad y 
su lengua, sin sentirse avergonzado. (Molina Muñoz 1966: 21)  
 
The implication of Molina Muñoz’s statement was that he, even as a Guatemalan, 
was not connected to this “glorious past” of the Indian. Additionally, his imposed 
implication in the statement was that native populations did not already feel pride for 
their heritage and traditions. Molina Muñoz suggests that it should be the role of the 
Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología to overcome this perceived embarrassment 
that indigenous populations had about their primitive histories. While this statement 
 37 
reveals burgeoning appreciation for indigenous traditions, it also demonstrates beliefs 
about the primitive and foreign nature of ethnological materials in Guatemala and notions 
of indigenous shame about their heritages—a shame that was not necessarily felt by the 
indigenous populations themselves.  
Overall, then, it can be seen that not only did the development of the ethnological 
display impact perspectives in Europe about foreign indigenous traditions, reinforcing 
their popular perception as “primitive” and “fantastic,” but also these perspectives were 
then transplanted into Guatemala, where the cultural material that comprised the 
Guatemalan people’s own heritage became “foreign” and “fantastic” in its own 
homeland. 
 
THE DRAWBACKS TO THE MUSEUM MODEL 
Since the model for the modern museum and conceptions about the foreign nature 
of ethnological materials originated in Europe and were then transferred to Latin 
America, the question remains as to whether this model was and is the most appropriate 
method for sharing the stories of Latin American cultural histories. A closer examination 
of the general translation of ideas from Europe to Latin America, as well as a 
consideration of the intended audience of the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y 
Etnología, reveals ways in which the model might not have been suited for Guatemala. 
The nature of the Spanish Conquest and the resulting colonial era determined the 
consequent nature of the relationship between Europe and Latin America, and thus the 
manner in which ideas and cultural practices were shared between the two regions. From 
its debut of recognition by the rest of the world in the fifteenth century, Latin America 
was under the control of a European hegemony, thereby producing a center-periphery 
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link between the two, where Europe was at the center of the cultural universe and the 
newly acquired territories in Latin America were the dependent periphery (Richard 2005: 
353). Therefore, “all the models to be imitated and consumed (industrial and economic 
organization, political structures, social behavior, artistic values) were based on European 
prototypes,” but as these models underwent this process of cultural mimesis, they lost the 
operational and functional context in which they developed (Richard 2005: 353). In this 
manner, they became parodies or caricatures because the cultural impulses behind their 
development in the original context were not present in the new setting and these models 
became masks or illusionary identities that were used to satisfy the desires of the 
European center (Richard 2005: 353). It was in this way that the museum model was 
reproduced in Latin America, even though the values and cosmologies that it espoused 
did not match or were not relevant to the realities that had existed in the pre-Conquest 
world.  
An example of this differing cultural framework is the linear and progressive 
nature of time that is embodied in the European museum model. In the Museo Nacional, 
the directed path of viewers was intended to take them from the ancient archaeological 
rooms to modern ethnographic ones, implying a distinct progression through time that 
suggests only forward cultural development with no consideration by the ancient or 
indigenous cultures of the practices of cultures before them. This method of display fails 
to capture the cyclical conceptions of time of the Mesoamerican people who produced the 
objects in the museum and their common practice of uncovering and reusing artifacts 
from earlier cultures. Thus, this process of cultural reproduction by which European 
practices and traditions, including the museum model, were brought into Latin America 
did not include a consideration of the customs being transferred, resulting in such 
situations where establishments that were intended to impart cultural knowledge of pre-
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Hispanic peoples structured their design in a way that was fundamentally opposed to 
Mesoamerican conceptions. 
Moreover, as can be seen in both the guides about the museum and in the original 
intention behind ethnological displays, the intended audience of the Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología y Etnología does not appear to be the Guatemalan people themselves. 
Indeed, the guide from 1967 discusses the “Guatemalan Indian” in a way that not only 
seems to disassociate that portion of the population from Guatemala, but also makes it 
clear that this “national museum” does not anticipate any “Guatemalan Indian” visitors, 
as the displays would simply be informing indigenous visitors about the traditions that 
they practice on a daily basis (Guía 1967: 34). Additionally, the original purpose of 
ethnological displays was to familiarize European viewers with foreign cultures, meaning 
that the appearance of an ethnological section containing Guatemalan materials in a 
museum frequented primarily by Guatemalan citizens presents an odd circumstance. The 
contents and organization of the museum seem targeted towards a foreign audience or a 
Guatemalan ladino population that is unfamiliar with the traditions of their fellow 
citizens. Both options are problematic, either because the museum would be a national 
establishment that is designed entirely for a foreign audience or because the structure of 
the museum implies a large rift in understanding between the ladino and indigenous 
portions of the population in Guatemala. The design of the museum would have been less 
problematic if the objects had been presented in a way that made them an educational 
celebration of Guatemalan national heritage, but the guides and the discourse on the 
museum from the first hundred years of its establishment provide a view that appears to 
distance the Guatemalan indigenous people from both visitors who are foreign and of 
European descent.  
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Overall, in light of this process of cultural mimesis without consideration of 
contextual application and a design that catered to a foreign audience, the European 
museum model as it was applied in the Museo Nacional seems to have had drawbacks in 
terms of its ability to share Guatemala’s national heritage, either with its own population 
or a foreign audience. The European model brought with it exhibition displays, including 
dioramas, that highlighted the “foreign” and “primitive” nature of indigenous peoples as 
compared to European customs and it fostered a layout and presentation of time in the 
Museo Nacional that did not necessarily convey the conceptions of time of the objects’ 
creators. Moreover, the tone of the museum as dictated by the model is not an educational 
celebration for native audiences, but a perspective catering to foreign or ladino audiences 
who disassociated themselves from an indigenous past. In Chapter 6, I propose methods 
by which the original European model for a museum can be altered, but the fact remains 
that from its development and consequent application in Latin America, the museum 
model had facets that did not entirely suit the New World context. 
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Chapter 4: Pan-American Ideologies 
A second factor that significantly impacted the presentation of objects in the 
Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología was a concept of Pan-American unity that 
surfaced in political arenas during the first hundred years of the museum’s history. The 
Pan-American identity promoted the notion that Latin American countries could function 
in concert for the betterment of the region as a whole. It was certainly not a static, 
concrete idea, but rather it manifested itself in various ways over time as influenced by 
historical events, such as gaining independence from Spain and the world wars, and 
political philosophies, like anticommunism campaigns. Indeed, this idea of Pan-American 
unity arose both from internal Latin-American cooperation to establish a position of 
prominence in the world and from external declarations originating in the United States 
of the need for alliances and unison throughout the North and South American continents. 
While the intra-Latin American ideologies about unity were more prominent in the 
nineteenth century and the United States’ pressure for cooperation was dominant in the 
twentieth century, both forms of Pan-American conceptions impacted the layout and 
organization of objects in the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología, both in its 
organization from 1866 and in the third archaeological room, or the Synoptic Hall, as 
depicted in the 1967 Guía. The question arises, though, as to whether the manifestation of 
these concepts in the museum provided helpful comparisons for visitors or simply 
functioned to blur distinctions between indigenous groups throughout all of the Americas. 
 
INTRA-LATIN AMERICAN IDEOLOGIES 
As part of an administrative reform and consolidation in the seventeenth century, 
the area of land that is now Guatemala became part of the Kingdom of Guatemala in 
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1609 (Karnes 2008: 248). This kingdom or captaincy also included the modern-day 
countries of El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and the state of Chiapas in 
Mexico, and so early in the seventeenth century, the notion of Central America as an 
undifferentiated political entity was established. The confidence in the ability of this 
region to function successfully as an independent unit was strengthened later in the 
eighteenth century, as the Bourbon reforms originating in Spain served to corrode 
colonial power while regional commerce in Central America directed by local Creole 
elites flourished (Pollack 2011: 101). The Kingdom of Guatemala gained its 
independence from Spain in 1821 alongside Mexico, calling itself the Provincias Unidas 
de Centroamérica, but it was soon annexed to the Mexican Empire by Agustín Iturbide in 
1822 (Karnes 2008: 248). This annexation was a highly contested matter in all of the 
former Provincias Unidas, and in 1823, they declared their independence from Mexico 
(Karnes 2008: 248). Thus, in 1824 the five states of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, and Costa Rica named themselves the República Federal de Centroamérica 
and drafted a constitution based on that of the United States and Spain (Karnes 2008: 
249). While there were various small communities and church leaders who argued for the 
division of the united territory into smaller countries, the idea of a unified political entity 
triumphed and the constitution created a federal government where states in the country 
still maintained certain powers, which mollified some of the opposition (Karnes 2008: 
249).  
The first president of the República Federal de Centroamérica, Manuel Jose 
Arce, was elected in 1825 and set up the capital of the new republic in Guatemala City, 
but from the outset, he faced severe problems in keeping his nation unified (Karnes 2008: 
249). Ideological differences, issues with the tax structure, disputes over church 
jurisdiction, and civil wars within each state all threatened to tear the new republic apart, 
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but after a series of armed battles Francisco Morazán took control of the government 
(Karnes 2008: 249). Morazán was able to maintain the integrity of the republic for a few 
years, but his liberal reforms proved to be too drastic for the peasant populations, and a 
series of revolts led to the dissolution of the República Federal de Centroamérica in 
1838, where the five different states each became their own country (Karnes 2008: 249). 
While keeping these diverse states together as a unified republic ultimately proved 
unsuccessful, this historic united identity and the ideal of kinship throughout the region 
had a lasting and powerful effect on political perspectives and policies, as evidenced by 
the fact that various groups have attempted to reunify parts of Central America no less 
than twenty-five times since 1838 (Karnes 2008: 249). 
It was during the first few years of the existence of the República Federal de 
Centroamérica that the noted Latin American leader Simon Bolívar began calling for the 
creation of a union between all of the newly independently Latin American republics. In 
1824, Bolívar sent a letter requesting a meeting of American republics to discuss the 
formation of a confederation of states that would have a combined army and navy, as 
well as trading rights (Smith 2006: 490). The congress was held in the summer of 1826, 
and, although the United States had been invited, only representatives from Gran 
Colombia (comprised of modern-day Columbia, Ecuador, Panama and Venezuela), Peru, 
Mexico, and the United Provinces of Central America attended (Smith 2006: 490). All 
nations agreed to create a confederation of states, but only Colombia ratified the 
agreement, and therefore this Latin American union failed to materialize (Smith 2006: 
490). While this conference was not successful in achieving its goal, it reveals that a 
spirit of unity and cooperation was a powerful force not only in Central America but also 
throughout the great part of Latin America. 
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Several works were published at the end of the nineteenth century and beginning 
of the twentieth that further extended this idea of solidarity and a unified identity not only 
throughout Central America, but also throughout all of Latin America. One was an essay 
published in 1891 by José Martí, entitled “Nuestra América,” which functioned as a call 
for Latin America to acknowledge its combined strength and to show the world its 
capability. Martí encouraged Latin Americans to account for and teach their own 
heritage, as well as to create a government that suited the unique character of this region 
of the world. In this vein, he stated that Latin America suffered in accommodating “los 
elementos discordantes y hostiles que heredó de un colonizador despótico y avieso y las 
ideas y formas importadas que han venido retardando, por su falta de realidad local, el 
gobierno lógico,” or “the discordant and hostile elements that it inherited from a despotic 
and perverse colonizer and that such imported ideas and forms have come to retard [the 
creation of] logical government due to their inconsideration for local realities2” (Martí 
2004: 162-3). In this manner, Martí galvanized this spirit of unity while simultaneously 
drawing a clear boundary between Latin America and the United States, making this 
ideological strain purely Latin American.  
Another essay, published in 1925 by José Vasconcelos, entitled “La Raza 
Cósmica,” also argued for an impressive destiny for Latin America. Although he based 
his work on false notions that were popular at the time of the differences between races, 
Vasconcelos concluded that the success of the human race ultimately lay in Latin 
America, with its resources and with its people. Unlike many in the past, he celebrated 
the mixing of peoples that had occurred and was occurring in Latin America, and he 
claimed that the people resulting from this mixture would be the ones to carry the world 
                                                
2 Translation from Spanish by the author 
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to its brighter, better future. While modern readers can distinctly detect historical 
prejudices against specific races in Vasconcelos’ work, his essay still stands as a 
testament to the belief in the capabilities of Latin America and its world-changing 
destiny. Thus, these two works that originated in Latin America, in addition to various 
others published during the same time that expounded similar ideas, fostered this concept 
of Pan-American unity and the potential benefits that could result from establishing a 
strong, cooperative Latin America identity. 
These themes of Latin American unity can clearly be seen later in the century 
during the 1960s, and specifically within the localized context of Guatemala itself. 
During his term as president of Guatemala between 1958 and 1963, Miguel Ydígoras 
Fuentes was a strong proponent of Central American unification, believing that a 
federation of states would promote economic growth throughout the region (Grandin 
2011: 249). Moreover, Ydígoras attempted to reclaim the territory of British Honduras 
from the United Kingdom. Both types of concern for the regional whole stem from the 
area’s history of unification and the persistent faith in the strength of a united Latin 
American territory, as presented by authors such as Martí and Vasconcelos. Additionally, 
in 1961, former president of Guatemala Juan José Arévalo published his short story, The 
Shark and the Sardines, which denounced the extensive interference of the United States 
in the affairs of Latin America. Not only did Arévalo attack the United States for the 
wrongs done in Guatemala, but he also enumerated those executed throughout all of Latin 
America, and in this manner, he united the Latin American populace against a common 
enemy manifested as the U.S. While Ydígoras did not necessarily share Arevalo’s view 
of the United States, both of these presidents’ convictions about the need for Latin 
American unification or the promise of Latin American control over its own destiny 
certainly had a powerful impact on popular Guatemalan perspectives about these issues.  
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Overall, the idea of Latin American unity and cooperation and of the power of a 
Pan-American identity was one that resurfaced multiple times throughout the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, and the fact that these ideas were originating from Latin 
American thinkers themselves only served to strengthen their potency. Obviously, this 
type of recurring ideology could not help but impact the manner in which Guatemalans 
related to their fellow Latin American countries as well as how such relationships were 
portrayed in Guatemalan social, cultural, and political spheres.  
 
U.S.-INSPIRED PAN-AMERICAN IDEOLOGIES 
At the same time that these Pan-American concepts were developing in Latin 
America, the U.S. was also formulating its own vision of unified American nations 
working in concert for the economic and political security of the hemisphere. Rather than 
viewing itself as a separate entity as many Latin America nations did due to its cultural 
differences, the U.S. saw itself as being intrinsically linked to the other Latin American 
nations because of its location in the “Americas” and its similar former status as a colony 
of a European country. The first clear emergence of such ideas was in the beginning of 
the nineteenth century with the Monroe Doctrine, and since that time notions of creating 
a Pan-American coalition of countries that would work together to flourish politically and 
economically have often taken a central role in U.S. foreign policy. 
In 1823, the U.S. issued a policy known as the Monroe Doctrine that first declared 
its intentions to ally itself with other Latin American nations to defend against any 
encroachment of European monarchical control. While these ideas had long been present 
in the United States, with this policy President James Monroe formalized such intentions 
into a statement that would have lasting effects on future U.S. policy. As Monroe stated,  
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The American continents, by the free and independent conditions which they have 
assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future 
colonization by European powers…We should consider any attempt on their part 
to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace 
and safety. (Yon 2011: 1058)  
 
Monroe’s words make it clear that he wanted to create an alliance with other Latin 
American nations in the hemisphere. They also show that this desire for solidarity on the 
part of the United States does not come from a sense of deep-seated kinship between the 
two culturally distinct regions, but rather from a place of fear. It seems that the U.S. was 
afraid of the susceptibility of Latin American countries falling back under the control of 
European powers and the implications this would have for the U.S., instead of simply 
desiring cooperation and kinship from a deep-seated belief in brotherhood between the 
nations and the economic strength it could provide. This fear is a key factor, because it 
repeatedly presents itself in U.S. attempts to foster Pan-American unity. 
It was in the late nineteenth century that the United States endeavored to create a 
united economic block of the Americas, which, while ultimately unsuccessful, resulted in 
the formation of an allied association of American countries. At the behest of the United 
States, in the winter of 1889-1890, delegates from seventeen different American nations 
met in Washington, D.C. at the First International Conference of the Americas (Atkins 
2008: 46). While the United States did not achieve the economic ends for which it was 
searching, the members of the conference did establish the International Union of 
American Republics, which was intended to aid in the management of inter-American 
relations (Atkins 2008: 46). Indeed, this was the organization that in 1910 became known 
as the Pan-American Union, “a voluntary organization of the twenty-one American 
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Republics…devoted to the development and conservation of peace, friendship, and 
commerce between them all” (Figure 10) (Barrett 1911: 7).  
The United States utilized the forum that was presented by the Pan-American 
Union, which after 1948 became known as the Organization of American States, to 
protect itself against the political, economic, and military threats after World War I, 
including the Great Depression, World War II and the resultant Cold War.  It was in 1933 
at his inaugural address that U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt proposed the Good 
Figure 10: Meeting of members of the Pan-American Union, 1910 (Barrett 1911) 
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Neighbor Policy, in which the United States, in its dealings with Latin American 
countries, would conduct itself with the same respect and consideration as that of a “good 
neighbor” (Robertson 2). Roosevelt later commented that,  
 
The essential qualities of a true Pan-Americanism must be the same as those 
which constitute a good neighbor, namely, mutual understanding, and a 
sympathetic appreciation of the other’s point of view. It is only in this manner that 
we can hope to build a system of which confidence, friendship and good-will are 
the cornerstones. (Robertson 3) 
 
Through this proposed program of mutual understanding and respect, Roosevelt 
was attempting to establish Pan-American cooperation as a major national security tactic 
that could help in the defense of the United States in any future worldwide conflicts. A 
manifestation of this policy can be seen in the publication in 1941 of the New World 
Neighbors series, which were a series of books produced for school children to 
familiarize them with Latin American countries, overcome traditional stereotypes and 
help establish solidarity throughout the hemisphere when the U.S. feared that Latin 
American countries could be particularly susceptible to the influence of rising European 
fascism (Robertson 2).  
It was specifically after the Second World War and during the rise of the Cold 
War that this U.S. policy of American solidarity and its fears about the infiltration of any 
“dangerous” political ideologies into the Western Hemisphere came to intimately and 
dramatically affect Guatemala. Opposition to Ubico’s dictatorship began to increase 
during World War II, heavily influenced by the anti-fascism propaganda campaigns of 
the U.S., and in 1944 Ubico stepped down among the protests of students and 
intellectuals (Woodward 2008: 546). Control of the government was initially put into the 
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hands of General Federico Ponce Vaides and his military junta, but a rebellion of 
civilians and military officers on October 20, 1944 overthrew his rule (Woodward 2008: 
546). Elections were held in December 1944, and the liberal intellectual Juan José 
Arévalo was elected president. Arévalo’s presidency from 1945-1950 and the subsequent 
presidency of Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán from 1951-1954 comprise the period in Guatemala 
of liberal reforms known as “The Ten Years of Spring,” during which there was 
increased political participation of the population, the growth of new political parties, and 
more progressive labor laws that protected workers and gave greater power to unions 
(Woodward 2008: 546).  
While some of the left-leaning reforms might have concerned the U.S. 
government, it was not until Arbenz began to implement land redistribution reforms that 
would potentially threaten U.S. business investments in Guatemala that the United States 
CIA made plans to take down the Arbenz regime. The U.S. also feared that such land 
reforms would lead to future communist policies, and to protect the security of its 
American alliance against such infiltration, “It used the Organization of American States 
(OAS) to isolate Guatemala diplomatically, worked with US businesses to create an 
economic crisis, and funded and equipped an exile invasion force based in Honduras” 
(Cullather 2011: 234). This exile invasion, led by Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas, took 
place in 1954, and afterwards the U.S. helped to install a government that, while cruel 
and corrupt, was not communist (Woodward 2008: 546). There was great opposition to 
the U.S. intervention, like in 1960, when a third of the Guatemalan military rose up in 
protest, and in 1963, when there was an attempted return by Juan José Arévalo. Thus in 
1965, the U.S. sent Public Safety Advisor John Longan to Guatemala to address these 
counterinsurgency problems (“Denied in Full” 2011: 256). As a result Longan 
implemented “Operación Limpieza,” which in 1966,  
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set up and trained a death squad that kidnapped and assassinated more than thirty 
opposition leaders…This marked the inauguration—well before Chile, Argentina, 
or El Salvador—of political ‘disappearance’ as Latin America’s signature act of 
state terror. The following year, the Guatemalan military, with significant 
assistance from the US military, launched its first scorched-earth campaign, 
killing about eight thousand civilians in order to defeat an estimated three hundred 
guerrillas. (Grandin 2011: 199-200) 
 
The entire course of action taken by the United States in Guatemala reveals the 
lengths to which the U.S. would go to prevent the infiltration of communism in the 
Western Hemisphere as well as the extent to which the U.S. believed this Pan-American 
ideology entitled it to interfere in the conduct of its fellow American republics. 
Moreover, while there was a great deal of opposition to the U.S. intervention in 
Guatemala and the policies it implemented, the clear depth of U.S. involvement in 
Guatemala at this time portends the propagandistic attitudes supporting Pan-American 
ideas that filtered down through the government to the public cultural sphere. 
 
PAN-AMERICAN MANIFESTATIONS IN THE MUSEO NACIONAL 
Both the intra-Latin American and U.S.-inspired Pan-American ideologies 
affected Guatemalan thought on cultural traditions, and this was consequently reflected in 
the presentation of objects in the Museo Nacional. It can be seen in the museum 
organization both from its beginning in 1866, with the groupings of objects in each 
section, to its organization as presented in the 1967 guide, in the Synoptic Hall. These 
manifestations of Pan-American spirit in the museum space emphasized similarities 
between indigenous populations throughout all of Latin America, in addition to Native 
Americans from the U.S. Southwest. Yet the focus on cultural unity grouped indigenous 
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populations together in a way that blurred distinctions between them and made their 
unique characteristics and traits unclear. 
The 1866 description of the Museo Nacional in the Sociedad Económica 
publication demonstrates an emphasis on Central America as a whole, rather than 
Guatemala specifically. As Juan Gavarrete stated in his introductory paragraph, the 
ethnographic section of the museum, “está dividido en trece secciones que deben 
comprender todos los objetos pertenecientes a la Historia, Geografía y antigüedades de 
Centro América,” or the museum “is divided into thirteen sections that should include all 
of the objects relevant to the history, geography, and antiquities of Central America3” 
(Sociedad Económica 1866: 61). From this, it can be seen that even though it was a 
“Museo Nacional,” the goal was to include materials from all of Central America. This is 
further highlighted in the description of each section, as section one is intended to contain 
the sculpted materials that pertained “a las antiguas tribus que habitaban la América 
Central;” section two was devoted to the utilitarian objects of “los antiguos habitants de 
Centro América;” and sections ten, eleven, and twelve were dedicated to “las cartas 
geográficas de todas especies, antiguas y modernas, que se haya levantado de toda la 
América Central, los retratos y firmas de sus hombres celebres y todos los documentos 
históricos relativos a la época posterior a la independencia” (Sociedad Económica 1866). 
This distinct emphasis on Central America was probably a result of Guatemala’s still 
recent participation in the República Federal de Centroamérica, but there is no evidence 
of differentiation in the guide, or in the museum space, between the separate cultural 
entities that occupied Central America.  
                                                
3 Translation by the author 
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One hundred years later, the focus on a unified Pan-American identity was still 
present in the Museo Nacional, as seen in archaeological hall three, or the Synoptic Hall, 
as described in the 1967 Guía. As the guide states, the Synoptic Hall was created “para 
ilustrar, de una manera comparativa, artes y oficios antiguos, precindiendo de la edad o 
procedencia de especímenes individuales,” or “to illustrate, by comparison, ancient arts 
and crafts, without regard to the age or source of the individual specimens” (Guía 1967: 
11, 18). In this manner, the museum attempted to show how comparable techniques were 
developed by indigenous populations throughout Latin America and the United States. 
The time periods of the artifacts represented ranged from the Preclassic period (beginning 
around 2000 B.C.) to the Postclassic period (ending with the Conquest in 1519), thus 
covering approximately 4000 years and comparing implements and ceramics from 
cultures in no way chronologically or geographically linked. Moreover, the origins of the 
artifacts in the room included locations in modern Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Costa 
Rica, Panamá, Columbia, Ecuador, Peru, and the United States, whose indigenous 
cultures had florescences at distinct times and were not necessarily impacted by the 
specific sociocultural developments of the others. The design of such a room was 
intended to be comparative in nature, as objects that are from different geographic 
locations and time periods made out of the same materials are grouped together in 
displays for the visitors to draw parallels (Guía 1967: 19). Yet when formal similarities 
of the artifacts were emphasized over their diverse chronological and geographic origins, 
the museum displays blurred the important cultural distinctions between the multitude of 
indigenous groups throughout the United States and Latin America. In this manner, the 
Pan-American spirit, that was being heavily emphasized by the United States at the time 
and that was embodied in the Synoptic Hall, grouped the indigenous populations of the 
Americas together as an undifferentiated mass, which in the eyes of viewers could make 
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the purpose of the room to be comparing the mass of indigenous populations of the 
Americas against the well-known European cultural traditions that were brought over 
with the Spanish and other European colonists.  
Therefore, while both the inter-Latin American and U.S.-inspired Pan-American 
theories might have developed from positive notions of unifying for regional strength and 
economic benefit, the manner in which they materialized within the museum sphere was 
problematic. The Pan-American ideas, as reflected in the museum space, blurred 
important distinctions between indigenous groups, portraying them as almost a single 
cultural unit that could only be distinguished from post-Conquest cultural traits. 
Suggestions for addressing this potential problem are discussed in Chapter 6, yet overall, 
both the internal and external Pan-American ideologies can be seen to have deeply 
impacted the design and organization of the Museo Nacional.  
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Chapter 5: Guatemalan Nationalism 
A third factor that not only inspired the creation of the Museo Nacional, but also 
influenced its regeneration over time is Guatemalan nationalistic spirit. While Guatemala 
has cultural, political, and social divisions that have created and continue to produce 
tensions within the nation, there exists a prominent national pride that should not be 
overlooked. There have been periods where the development of this Guatemalan 
nationalistic spirit has been more pronounced, sometimes in political arenas and other 
times in social ones, and an examination of the development of Guatemalan nationalism 
sheds light on the evolution of the Museo Nacional. Indeed, as I argue, periods in 
Guatemalan history when there is evidence of the growth of nationalism distinctly 
correspond to periods of increased interest in the fate of the country’s archaeological 
objects and in the reestablishment or remodel of the national museum that holds them. 
 
NINETEENTH CENTURY NATION-BUILDING 
As can be gathered from the previous two chapters, the early nineteenth century 
was a significant time of nation building in Guatemala, and this spirit originated from the 
creole population, or elites who claimed mostly Spanish blood but were born in Latin 
America. The origins of the creole desire for independence can in fact be traced back to 
the seventeenth century in the works of the Spanish-descended Francisco Antonio de 
Fuentes y Guzman. Even though he was a descendant of the Spanish conquistador Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo who was outspokenly against proponents of humane treatment of 
indigenous peoples, in his writings Fuentes y Guzman chose to glorify and record the 
beauty of the natural Guatemalan landscape, as well as the traditions and works of the 
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indigenous people (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1999: 101). As archaeologist Dr. Oswaldo 
Chinchilla Mazariegos writes,  
 
En un esfuerzo por exaltar lo guatemalteco frente a lo español, que era a la vez 
una lucha por defender los intereses criollos frente a los de los españoles 
peninsulares, Fuentes y Guzmán elogió el paisaje que le rodeaba, la naturaleza, 
los habitantes y sus obras… 
  
In an effort to exalt that which was Guatemalan before that which was Spanish, 
which was at the same time a fight to defend the interests of the criollos over 
those of the Spanish, Fuentes y Guzman chose [to describe] the landscape that 
surrounded him…4 (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1999: 101) 
 
In this manner, the desire to protect the interests of the elite creoles in Guatemala 
resulted in some of the first histories and writings that praised that which was intrinsically 
Guatemalan.  
By the end of the eighteenth century, the creole spirit of independence and the 
drive to determine their own destiny had intensified. The reforms of the Bourbon rulers 
who came to the Spanish throne earlier in the eighteenth century had strengthened the 
power of the creole elite in Latin America and allowed them to have a larger role in 
deciding and executing the manner in which they wished to govern their territories 
(Pollack 2011: 101). Moreover, with the upheavals brought by the French Revolution and 
the Napoleonic wars at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the 
nineteenth, Spain found itself in no position to carefully monitor its Latin American 
colonies (Browning 1995: 628). Thus the conviction of the creole elite about their 
capacity to govern themselves outside the Spanish colonial system only grew stronger. It 
                                                
4 Translation from Spanish by the author 
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was during this time that Guatemala became arguably the most integrated state in Central 
America, and, as the concept of independence from colonial Spain became a possible 
reality, it seemed as though Guatemala would assume the role of the isthmian power 
(Smith 1994: 76). To be able to fully claim this role, the elite creoles attempted to 
incorporate all elements of the Guatemalan population, including indigenous groups, into 
the united image of a state based on equal citizenship, which, compared to other, more 
divided Central American nations, would make Guatemala appear strong and able to 
assume the role of isthmian power (Smith 1994: 76). In this manner, even before 
independence, the elite creoles were already attempting to foster a sense of national 
solidarity that could strengthen Guatemala and distinguish it from other Central 
American nations.  
After Guatemala gained independence from Spain and even before the dissolution 
of its union with the República Federal de Centroamérica, there was a push within the 
state to discover an appropriate historical myth that would tie the newly emerging nation 
back to the land and its territory. Indeed, “the conviction of belonging to a historic state 
was an essential element in the definition of nationalities [that occurred] in the nineteenth 
century,” and in Guatemala, the writings of the noted creole lawyer Jose Cecilio del Valle 
filled this function by examining the different manners in which Guatemala had been 
governed (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1998). In his work “Prospect of the History of 
Guatemala” from 1825, Cecilio del Valle addressed the historical sequence of 
Guatemala’s governance from pre-conquest times through the colonial period and into 
the Mexican annexation, ending in the contemporary period (Chinchilla Mazariegos 
1998). The novelty of the work, though, was its examination of the ancient Quiche and 
Cakchiquel kingdoms and glorification of their rule (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1998). 
Moreover, Cecilio del Valle called for investigation of ancient mounds and ruins in order 
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to understand these pre-conquest societies, claiming that this knowledge was crucial for 
the political development of Guatemala (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1998). Additionally, 
Cecilio del Valle made it abundantly clear that at the time of the conquest the culturally 
Maya highland kingdoms of Guatemala were not under the control of the Aztec empire, 
which provided further justification for Guatemala’s recent split from Mexico and the 
necessity of its own independence as a nation (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1998). Cecilio del 
Valle’s emphasis on freedom from Aztec control is interesting, as it appears that defining 
aspects of Guatemalan nationalism of the time were characteristics that were non-
Mexican. Therefore since Mexico strongly associated its national past with the Aztecs, 
Guatemalan national archaeological heritages would naturally originate from other 
cultural traditions. Such a focus overlooked the fact that the Pacific Coast of Guatemala 
was controlled by the Aztecs at the time of the conquest, but overall Cecilio del Valle’s 
works and the general drive to establish a specifically Guatemalan national history to 
bolster the spirit of the country led to some of the earliest state-sponsored archaeological 
expeditions in the Americas at the Maya sites of Iximche and Q’umarkaj (Chinchilla 
Mazariegos 1998). 
It was in this context that the first decrees for the protection and collection of 
archaeological objects and other curiosities were mandated and the creation of a national 
museum called for. Decrees from 1831, 1832 and 1851 all address the need for the 
collection and care of such objects, but, as mentioned previously, it was not until 1866 
that the official first Museo Nacional of Guatemala was actually opened. The influence of 
the nationalistic spirit, as well as the impact of the writings of authors like Cecilio del 
Valle can be seen in the article published by the Sociedad Económica de Amigos del País 
about the museum opening. The author states that the museum should be the location of 
an examination of these pre-Hispanic cultures in order to reveal  
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las leyes que han presidido a la formación y arreglo de los seres que pueblan estas 
privilegiadas regions, y de cuyo conocimiento depende en gran parte la riqueza 
agrícola, undustrial y mercantil del país… 
 
the laws that presided over the formation and rule of the people who occupied 
these privileged regions, on whose knowledge the agricultural, industrial and 
mercantile richness of the country depends…5” (Sociedad Económica 1866: 3) 
 
 Thus, even though the image of Guatemala’s identity as a nation was newly 
formed at this time, the push for nation-building and the drive to link the political realities 
of Guatemala to those of an ancient past embedded within the landscape impelled the 
very creation of a national museum in Guatemala. While the model of the museum itself 
might be a foreign method adopted from a European example of expressing nationalism, 
the inspiration for locating the country’s history within a historical landscape came 
ultimately from a Guatemalan pride. Moreover, while Guatemala was a part of the 
República Federal de Centroamérica for a good portion of the 1820s and 1830s, the 
strength of a specifically Guatemalan nationalism can be seen in the fact that Guatemalan 
leaders were striving to make their country the leading power of Central America, the 
justification for which could be found in a national museum that would demonstrate the 
historical precedent for strong empires located in Guatemala.  
As a result of the development of this link between archaeological treasures and 
Guatemalan nationalism, Dr. Chinchilla Mazariegos reports that by the late 1870’s the 
exit of national antiquities from Guatemala through various archaeological excavations 
evoked strong protests in the Guatemalan newspapers, which themselves came to be a 
forum for the strengthening of a national identity in the late nineteenth century 
                                                
5 Translation from Spanish by the author 
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(Chinchilla Mazariegos 1999:108). Between 1871 and 1900, the daily newspapers 
became one of the most important methods of communication in Guatemala, as they 
helped to spread information from diverse parts of the country in a manner that began to 
bring the geographically distinct parts of Guatemala together (Torres Valenzuela 2000: 
21). Through these means, the defining national traits and stories that were being 
developed could be promulgated, and the actions of national establishments like the 
Museo Nacional could be presented to inspire Guatemalan pride.  
Therefore, in Guatemala the nineteenth century was a crucial period in terms of 
nation building. This active evolution of Guatemalan nationalism was itself one of the 
largest factors to trigger the creation of the Museo Nacional, and the rise in the 
publication of newspapers only increased the ability to spread national spirit and the 
ability of institutions like the Museo Nacional to capitalize on this medium as a means for 
institutional promotion. 
 
TWENTIETH CENTURY GUATEMALAN NATIONALISM 
During the first half of the twentieth century, there were several periods of growth 
in Guatemalan nationalism that clearly correlated to revitalization eras in the history of 
the Museo Nacional, including Manuel Estrada Cabrera’s efforts to build national pride at 
the turn of the twentieth century and the effects of Generation of the 1920’s a few 
decades later. 
It was during the first part of Manuel Estrada Cabrera’s rule, beginning in 1898, 
that there was an official, governmental push for the development of Guatemalan 
nationalistic symbols. It was at this time that Estrada Cabrera worked to institutionalize 
the marimba as the national instrument of Guatemala and fostered the composition of 
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songs utilizing the marimba to become a source of communal pride for the population 
(Taracena Arriola 2011: 151). The actual origin of the marimba itself, a xylophone-like 
instrument composed of hollowed gourds hanging from wooden bars, is elusive, as its 
first documented use was in 1680 in Antigua, but there is controversy over whether it was 
developed by indigenous Mesoamerican cultures or brought over by African slaves 
(Taracena Arriola 2011: 151). Nevertheless, Estrada Cabrera appropriated this 
ambiguously indigenous instrument from its lower class status in the late nineteenth 
century and made it a symbol of the developing success of the bourgeoisie coffee growers 
(Taracena Arriola 2011: 151). The marimba began to be played both in upper class and 
lower class settings, in both urban and rural locations, and in this manner, Estrada 
Cabrera had reformulated this instrument to combat the numerous polarizing forces that 
created tension within Guatemalan society. During this time, there was an enormous 
output of music in Guatemala featuring the marimba, like Germán Alcántar’s waltz “La 
flor del café,” that became a source of national pride. 
The evidence of this growth of nationalism during the first portion of Estrada 
Cabrera’s reign is distinctly illustrated by an incident that occurred during the visit of a 
U.S. diplomat in 1912. United States Secretary of State Philander Knox came to 
Guatemala in early 1912 as part of a goodwill tour of the continent on behalf of President 
William Taft. For a show of respect, Estrada Cabrera organized one of his famous 
“Festivals of Minerva” featuring the Guatemalan achievements and the country’s 
brightest youths (Rendón 2011: 165). When the time came for the great festival welcome 
for Knox, though, the students refused to participate in the event, and instead collected in 
the crowd, shouting “No, no Knox!” as a sign of Guatemalan pride and a protest against 
the growing power and interference of the U.S. in the affairs of Latin America (Rendón 
2011: 165). The most revealing part of the incident was that Estrada Cabrera took no 
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action to punish the students who participated, even though their identities were well-
known, because he was pleased by the show of national spirit and appreciated the 
demonstration of resistance to the United States (Rendón 2011: 165). In this manner, 
Estrada Cabrera’s actions appear contradictory, as at the same time he encouraged the 
adoption of European and U.S. customs, he reveled in displays of Guatemalan national 
pride. Ultimately, though, he was interested in displays of power. Whether he achieved 
these shows of power through a façade of European characteristics or through genuine, 
organic demonstrations of national pride, Estrada Cabrera simply wanted to maintain the 
illusion of governing a successful, vital country. Consequently even though he 
established traditions like the “Festival to Minerva,” that highlighted European customs, 
during his reign he was still actively working to develop Guatemala’s own symbols of 
national pride and took pleasure in seeing the manifestation of this spirit of nationalism, 
because in his mind both could show the strength of his nation. 
This upswing in the focus on nationalism in Guatemala during the first part of 
Estrada Cabrera’s reign had an obvious impact on the Museo Nacional. It was in 1898, 
right after he began his rule in Guatemala, that Estrada Cabrera ordered the 
reorganization of the Museo Nacional and had it placed in one of the newest and most 
striking buildings in the capital, the Palacio La Reforma, to highlight its importance. 
Moreover, Estrada Cabrera had a catalogue of the holdings of the museum published in 
1902, which included a clear acknowledgement of the origins of the pieces as well as a 
description of their forms. Such descriptions demonstrate the high quality and the wealth 
of significant objects that could be found not only in the museum itself, but also in 
Guatemala as a nation. Therefore, the revitalization of the Museo Nacional was a direct 
effect of this official focus on the development of nationalism that occurred early in 
Estrada Cabrera’s reign. 
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The later part of Estrada Cabrera’s tenure was unfortunately marked by his 
brutality and by his determination to maintain his powerful position as ruler of 
Guatemala. His resultant unpopularity was only compounded by the serious earthquakes 
that shook Guatemala City during the winter of 1917-1918, and in 1920, Estrada Cabrera 
was removed from office. With the end of his more than twenty-year dictatorship in 
Guatemala, the country experienced another marked period of the growth of nationalism, 
but this time, one that was less politically motivated and more of a grassroots cultural 
florescence of national pride. It was at this time that the intellectual movement known as 
the “Generation of the 1920s” occurred in Guatemala, “in which nationalism—
particularly Ladino legends and Maya myths—played an important role in the 
presentation of Guatemala to the outside world” (Taracena Arriola 2011: 153). One of 
Guatemala’s most important writers, Nobel laureate Miguel Angel Austrias, was a major 
actor during this outpouring of cultural creativity. His works that highlight and ennoble 
indigenous traditions, in addition to musical pieces also produced at the time that heavily 
featured the marimba, reveal a clear drive to define Guatemala by symbols and ideas 
originating from its own landscape.  
It was as a result of this cultural florescence that lasted until 1932 that the first 
Museo de Arqueología was established in 1931. This process of looking back at 
indigenous customs and traditions could not help but generate interest in the material 
remains of these ancient peoples—remains which themselves could only serve to provide 
the inspiration for more national symbols. Consequently, in 1931, President Jorge Ubico 
ordered the formation of a new Museo de Arqueología in the La Aurora Park to house the 
ancient artifacts that had not been properly displayed since the 1917–1918 earthquakes 
had destroyed the Palacio La Reforma. Therefore, again, it can be seen that reemphasis 
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on archaeological objects and their presentation in a national museum stemmed directly 
from a period of growth of and interest in Guatemalan nationalism.  
The deeply embedded nature of this nationalism can be seen in some of the later 
twentieth century writings about the Museo Nacional. Specifically, around the time of the 
Museo Nacional’s reopening in 1948 in Salon 5 of the La Aurora Park, the newspapers 
discuss “nuestros antepasados” or “our ancestors;” the necessity of such a museum in “en 
un país tan rico en folklore, en artes e industrias nativas y en tradiciones culturales,” or in 
“a country as rich with folklore, native arts and cultural traditions” as Guatemala; and 
how through this institution that the Guatemalan people “[aprenderán] a querer nuestras 
tradiciones,” or “will learn to love our traditions6” (El Imparcial, 1948). Moreover, the 
1967 Guía shows that at this time the museum was making a clear effort in the 
ethnological section of the museum to show the unique characteristics of the Guatemalan 
indigenous populations. As the guide states,  
 
The ethnology of the modern Indian of Guatemala is distinguished by the 
individuality of its characteristics in accordance with the different cultural 
regions…. For this reason, the ethnological exhibits of the museum have been 
conceived in such a manner as to show this individuality in the culture of the 
Guatemalan native. (Guía 1967: 34)  
 
This is also reflected in the fact that the ethnological displays focused on regions 
that were in the heart of Guatemala and never under the control of a foreign empire, like 
the Aztecs. The focus of the ethnographic rooms on only the indigenous cultures of 
Guatemala might seem contradictory when compared to the emphasis on Pan-American 
historical archaeologies of the Synoptic Hall. Nevertheless, the Pan-American spirit and 
                                                
6 Translations from Spanish by the author 
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Guatemalan nationalism can be reconciled when one considers that there was a need to 
base Pan-American identities in historic traditions of continental unity that did not match 
the contemporary reality of separate Latin American countries. Meanwhile, the 
ethnological sections were displaying current indigenous cultures of Guatemala, which, 
by their specific geographic location and limited chronological depth of coverage, were 
uniquely Guatemalan. In this manner, the contemporary emphasis of the ethnological 
section of the museum at this time allowed for the focus of the rooms to be on 
Guatemala, and consequently, for the national pride to be displayed. Thus, the 
nationalism that has repeatedly inspired the revitalization or reinstallation of the Museo 
Nacional is clear in the publications about the museum as well as in the exhibition space 
itself.  
Overall, while Guatemala has often been the locus of competing social, political, 
and cultural tensions, periods in the growth of nationalism in Guatemala have not only 
returned attention to the institution that houses the cultural artifacts, but also have limited 
the display of the contemporary indigenous materials to solely that of Guatemala. 
Chapter 6 goes into further depth on how this developmental force of nationalism might 
be utilized today to aid the museum. While such an influence might be a rather obvious 
developmental force for a national museum, it is clear that the evolution of nationalism in 
Guatemala has consistently affected the Museo Nacional.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
Regardless of any ideals or aspirations that might champion the founding of an 
institution, it is ultimately deeply influenced by the social, political, and cultural context 
in which it is created. While the original goals might still be achieved, it must be 
recognized that such external contemporary forces can have an equally significant effect. 
In a museum, these influences impact the manner in which the objects are exhibited, but 
when an understanding of these forces has been reached, it becomes easier to understand 
how the displays have been affected by such forces and what kinds of detrimental effects 
might have resulted. Moreover, once the impact of these tensions is understood, the 
display of the collection can reflect and acknowledge these forces, an act which itself can 
minimize any negative effects and also provide even greater perspective on the objects, 
locating them not only in their original context but also identifying their place in larger, 
contested dialogues.  
This was the inspiration behind this study—to identify and explore some of the 
larger forces that have affected the development of a museum so that their impact on the 
objects can be recognized and understood. Museums in Latin America provide an 
especially interesting case for such a study, as the legacy of colonialism has produced 
many tensions that would impact the presentation of archaeological and ethnological 
materials. Therefore, the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología of Guatemala 
served as the case study for this thesis, as its long history and its location in Guatemala’s 
complex development indicate the inevitable presence of tensions that affected the 
museum’s establishment, development, and displays. 
Indeed, through the course of my examination of the Museo Nacional, I found 
three significant forces, present from the beginning of the museum’s history, that have 
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shaped its course and its organization repeatedly throughout time. While there are 
certainly a multiplicity of factors that have influenced the fate and design of the museum 
during its existence, the three forces that I identified—the European museum model, Pan-
American ideologies, and Guatemalan nationalism—seem to be some of the most 
influential and most enduring. Consequently, each factor has had its own impact on the 
museum, whether by shaping the types of displays used to convey information, by 
determining the content or focus of each room, or by stimulating the reinvention or 
recreation of the museum itself. Therefore, understanding the manner in which these 
factors have historically affected the museum sheds light on the lasting effect they might 
have on the current and future display of materials in the museum and even on the future 
course of the museum itself. 
The European museum model as a force has distinctly impacted the types of 
displays in the Museo Nacional and perspectives about the nature of its archaeological 
and ethnographic materials. This particular model of an establishment designed to share 
information about past and present cultures was developed in a European context and as a 
result incorporates Euro-centric viewpoints about time, evolution, and how to interpret 
materials from other cultures. In the nineteenth century, this model was taken from 
Europe and applied in Latin American contexts, but its appropriateness for the setting 
was never questioned. It became a caricature of the original European establishments 
because the same cultural and historic environment in which it had developed was not 
necessarily present in the Latin American setting. Moreover, the time in which the 
museum model was transported to Latin America, namely the nineteenth century, was an 
especially problematic time for its translation, as this was the period when the model was 
charged with the task of demonstrating the forward progression and evolution of cultures 
that placed European cultures as the most civilized and all others beneath these European 
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ones. Additionally, this European model was strongly informed by strictly linear notions 
of time. Consequently, I argue that when this model was applied in Guatemala and 
required to display native archaeological and ethnological material, these objects were 
still interpreted through the European lens, making them seem like foreign materials or 
curiosities and thereby shifting the audience of the museum away from Guatemalans who 
identified with any indigenous heritage and towards ladinos and foreigners. In addition, 
the linear notion of time that was used to organize the objects in the museum did not 
match the cyclical concepts of time that informed the creation of its Mesoamerican 
objects, which inevitably strips them of their contextual meaning and its implications.  
The question then becomes how to minimize the ideological influences of this 
model that have repeatedly surfaced in the history of the museum. Two different lines of 
investigation provide fruitful solutions. First, there are ancient Mesoamerican precedents 
for the collection and curation of historical objects. While further work needs to be done 
on this particular topic, there is repeated evidence of various Mesoamerican groups 
uncovering the material remains from more ancient peoples and either reusing them or 
caching them in sacred settings. Jade objects, produced by the Olmec people as early as 
1000 B.C., are known to have been excavated by the Early Classic (200-600 A.D.) Maya 
and inscribed with Maya glyphs, and battle scenes at Bonampak in the Late Classic 
Period (600-900 A.D.) depict defeated warriors wearing Olmec pendants (Umberger 
1987: 63-4). Additionally, in the Late Postclassic (1350-1520 A.D.), the Aztecs collected 
ceramics, carved stones, and stone masks from both the site of Teotihuacan (100 B.C.-
700 A.D.) and Early Postclassic Toltec ruins (1000-1300 A.D.), and such objects are 
often found in Aztec burial sites as well as in caches at the bases of significant structures, 
like the Templo Mayor (Hamann 2002: 351). Also, a Late Classic shrine at San Bartolo 
dedicated to a Preclassic potbelly sculpture demonstrates the actual curation and care of 
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early Mesomamerican artifacts in later pre-Conquest times (Craig 2005). More generally, 
the incredible depth of history in Mesoamerica and the extensive evidence of the 
reoccupation at ancient sites means that Mesoamerican groups would have consistently 
been coming into contact with the material remains of past cultures, and public or private 
reinterpretation of these materials often occurred. Therefore, Mesoamerican practices of 
collecting, interpreting, and presenting objects from their own history can help to better 
inform possible alternative methods of display for Mesoamerican objects today. It is 
obviously difficult to delve directly into the mindset behind these ancient collecting 
practices and more work needs to be done to analyze these pre-Hispanic collecting 
traditions. Nonetheless, I would maintain that if there were a way to incorporate some of 
these Mesoamerican patterns of curating and stories of reuse into the exhibits, and shift 
away from the ideologies of the European museum model, these ancient objects could 
have a richer context.  
My second suggestion was inspired by a conversation with Dr. Marion Popenoe 
de Hatch and comes from modern collecting traditions practiced in small Guatemalan 
communities. In some of these small rural communities, when a person finds an ancient 
artifact on his or her property, either through farming or other sorts of activities, this 
individual will take the object and place it in a small community hut that is dedicated to 
the display of such materials (Popenoe de Hatch, personal interview 2012). The object is 
generally accompanied by a label that identifies the individual who found it, and these 
collections then become sources of pride for the community because they are linked to 
known individuals within the community. While there is clearly a loss of archaeological 
information through this process, these objects are accessible and intimately connected to 
the community, people and location in a way that was not historically manifested in the 
Museo Nacional. Therefore, investigating methods by which these communal collecting 
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practices can inform the display of objects in the Museo Nacional could possibly generate 
stronger ties between the Guatemalan people and the material culture of their ancestors, 
whether those methods include fostering small, community collections that are under the 
direction of the Museo Nacional or distinct attempts to display family names or the 
names of modern communities with the archaeological objects in the Museo Nacional. 
Certainly, it is much easier to provide suggestions for improvement than to actually 
implement them, but a careful consideration of both ancient Mesoamerican and modern 
Guatemalan collecting traditions provides a strong source of methods by which 
alternative means to the European museum model of presenting Mesoamerican objects 
can be found.  
I believe that special consideration needs to be given to the ethnological section of 
the Museo Nacional. As the concept of ethnology was specifically developed from a 
European viewpoint as a means to examine foreign cultures, the question arises as to 
whether an “ethnological” section in a national museum in Guatemala should even exist. 
Possibly the concept of the ethnological section for the Museo Nacional needs to be 
redefined and the material be given the appropriate chronological context that historically 
has not been present. As can be seen in many of the guides, the museum visitor was 
intended to move from the archaeological rooms into the ethnological section, but in this 
quick transition from the Postclassic materials to twentieth century objects produced by 
indigenous communities, there is a loss of approximately four hundred years of history. 
This method of display seems to freeze indigenous cultural change at the moment of the 
conquest and suggests that there have been no modifications since the time of the 
conquest, which is extremely problematic. Therefore, rather than having an 
archaeological and ethnological museum, it might be beneficial to consider the museum 
as displaying Guatemalan cultural production throughout time, where a reincorporation 
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of materials that have been designated as “colonial” or from “post-conquest” times could 
illustrate a more complete vision of all of the factors impacting cultural change in 
Guatemala during this four hundred year period. Overall, in my opinion, this concept of 
“ethnology” and its application in the Museo Nacional needs to be reconsidered in light 
of its origins in Euro-centric racial ideologies.  
It should be noted that the debates over how to appropriately display 
anthropological and ethnological materials are not restricted to Guatemala. Historic 
perspectives on the “primitive” nature of the foreign material cultures on display were a 
worldwide phenomenon in museums developed in both the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Modern museums across the globe are still trying to tease out the issues of how 
to exhibit anthropological and ethnographic artifacts. Therefore, while the manner in 
which the Museo Nacional of Guatemala was affected by historic treatments of and 
perspectives on anthropological materials is important to note, Guatemala was by no 
means the only country with museums impacted and exhibits colored by such 
perspectives.  
Both internal and external Pan-American ideologies have manifested as a 
developmental force that has also ultimately had problematic effects on the presentation 
of indigenous cultures in the Museo Nacional. From the time that Latin American 
countries gained independence from Spain in the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
there have been multiple efforts to unite Central America that have encouraged the 
creation of a unified identity, which has been further emphasized by theories developed 
by Latin American thinkers that expound upon the unique strengths of Latin America as a 
whole. It was in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century that the United 
States also began to stress policies of cooperation and solidarity between North and South 
American countries in an attempt to ensure national security and economic interests. 
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Whether originating from Central American discussions on unification or U.S. policies of 
collaboration and alliance, this powerful political rhetoric could not help but influence the 
manner in which Latin Americans presented themselves and their material culture. 
Unfortunately, though, the way in which these Pan-American ideologies were manifested 
in the Museo Nacional were problematic in terms of how they blurred the distinctions 
between indigenous groups throughout the Americas. The manifestation of these Pan-
American concepts resulted in displays that failed to distinguish between geographic 
region or chronology, placing such ethnological materials in a general category of 
“indigenous” which, rather than helping to unify Latin Americans, seems to highlight the 
distinction between indigenous groups and people of European cultural descent or 
ladinos.  
One suggestion for minimizing the affect of these Pan-American ideologies is to 
make explicit the chronological and geographical differences between various indigenous 
groups. While revealing similarities and connections between traditions and cultural 
production is important and can help to solidify the information in the minds of the 
visitors to the museum, if such distinctions are not clearly defined by labels or other 
instructional maps or guides, then the museum runs the risk of leading visitors to the 
conclusion that indigenous culture is and has been uniform throughout Latin America for 
centuries and that what makes such traditions unique are only their difference from 
European cultures. While clear labels and geographic and chronological classification 
might seem like an obvious solution, or something that a museum should already 
incorporate, for an archaeological and ethnographic museum in a setting like Latin 
America with its colonial background, it is essential to ensure that displays do not blur 
distinctions between cultural indigenous groups and that different traditions and material 
culture productions are recognized for being unique and innovative. 
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The third and final force examined by this study that has affected the development 
of the Museo Nacional is Guatemalan nationalism, and it is the one that has continually 
inspired the reestablishment or reinvention of the museum. While Guatemala has 
consistently been the setting for competing social, political and cultural tensions, even 
before its establishment as an independent nation, there were clear manifestations of 
national pride that arose within the region and were tied to the landscape. After 
Guatemalan independence, each historical rise in a nationalistic spirit was accompanied 
by the reopening or remodel of the establishment that held the objects of Guatemala’s 
cultural heritage. This nationalistic spirit that encouraged greater emphasis on the Museo 
Nacional also manifested itself in the production of guides about the museum and articles 
appearing in national newspapers about the activities of the Museo Nacional. I would 
argue that this pride expressed the unique nature of Guatemalan artifacts and grounded 
them in the Guatemalan landscape and national myths, which themselves could be forces 
to overcome some of the other conflicting political, social, and economic tensions in 
Guatemalan society.  
Consequently, my suggestion for this particular developmental force of the Museo 
Nacional is to emphasize this pride within the museum space. The ability to involve the 
majority of the Guatemalan population in the narrative that they all have a heritage in the 
peoples who created the objects in the museum could come from an accentuation of this 
national pride. Since archaeological and ethnological objects can sometimes be 
associated with only indigenous traditions, if the museum could take this strain of 
Guatemalan nationalism that runs throughout its history and emphasize its significance to 
each and every citizen, the objects might have a more powerful impact on visitors. Again, 
this might seem like an obvious and naïve solution, as there are clearly problems with 
accessibility to the museum on a national scale and the displays can only do so much to 
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suggest a shared heritage between artifact and Guatemalan visitor. Yet this powerful 
developmental factor of Guatemalan nationalism is simply a tool that should be 
remembered and utilized as much as possible within the museum space.  
It should be clear that there are definite oppositions between these three particular 
developmental forces. A European model of an institution was utilized for a Guatemalan 
program of nation-building. A rise in Guatemalan nationalism through an outpouring of 
intellectual and artistic production chronologically overlaps with a push in the United 
States for Latin American unification as well as the publication of pro-Latin American 
solidarity articles by José Martí. Many of these factors seem contradictory, but that is the 
nature of history and of complex institutions like national museums—discordant forces 
come together in such national spaces, which become the settings for their conflicts. In 
terms of the Pan-American ideologies and the Guatemalan nationalism, though, it should 
be noted that most often the Pan-American aspirations were linked to high-level, political 
rhetoric, while the Guatemalan nationalism was grassroots and popularly-based sense of 
pride, which can account for the repeated appearance of both of these forces at similar 
times.  
The fact remains that this is a study of the first hundred years of the Museo 
Nacional’s history, and since then there have been over forty more years of change and 
development that have influenced the museum’s displays and presentations of cultural 
material. During that time, Guatemala has undergone a bloody civil war, the fallout from 
which would certainly impact the manner in which Guatemalans conceptualize objects of 
national heritage, as well as the way in which ethnological materials are viewed. 
Moreover, there has been an indigenous revitalization movement, which clearly utilizes 
references to objects and traditions originating from the Guatemalan landscape. 
Additionally, the 1960’s were a time of change and development in terms of museum 
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theory, as there was a greater focus on social relevance, community engagement, and 
activism in an institutional setting, as well as a general critique of the limitations of 
institutional settings. All of the factors would have a distinct impact on the function and 
the display of objects in the Museo Nacional, each probably deserving of its own thesis. 
This study, then, obviously benefits from the development of theories and the unfolding 
of history in those forty plus years of history not examined, yet my suggestions are 
nevertheless still relevant. The three forces explored in thesis have been present in the 
museum space from its inception and are deeply embedded; as a result, their effects are 
long lasting. Therefore, while my suggestions might seem intended for the Museo 
Nacional of the late 1960s or might reference problems that could possibly have been 
remedied, they are simply methods for further ensuring that the persistent effects of the 
three forces on the museum are recognized and addressed. Indeed, even though over forty 
year may have passed, that does not mean that the enduring and subtle influences of the 
European museum model, Pan-American ideologies and nationalism in the Museo 
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